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during the period c. 1050–1250. In order to avoid traditional divisions 
into “state,” “church,” and “aristocracy,” the focus is on elites in a broad 
sense, encompassing powerful landowners as well as royal and ecclesi-
astical officials. The books seek to trace the dominance of this group in 
society, as well as to study changes and transformations occurring within 
the elite during this period. Moreover, the books adopt a Nordic perspec-
tive, on the one hand transcending national borders, on the other hand 
in an attempt to show how variable conditions were within the Nordic 
region.

The beginning of the period examined in the project is set to around 
1050, when the Viking raids ended. By this time, Christianity had become 
the official religion in most parts of the Nordic countries, and the insti-
tution of kingship was well established in Denmark and Norway and 
possibly also in Sweden. The period covered ends in the middle of the 
thirteenth century, when royal and ecclesiastical power had been substan-
tially strengthened and numerous monasteries and towns established. At 
this point, the position of the elites evolved into more formalized and 
institutionalized forms.

While the first book in the trilogy focuses on the material resources 
and economic basis of the Nordic elites, the social networks and how 
they anchored the rule of the elite both locally and internationally are 
dealt with in this volume. The final book explores the means of legiti-
macy and glorification that the Nordic elites employed to safeguard their 
dominance.
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1 Introduction

Kim Esmark, Lars Hermanson, and  
Hans Jacob Orning

Social Resources

This book is the second volume of the three-volume book project Nor-
dic Elites in Transformation, c. 1050–1250. The first volume, Material 
Resources, treats the Nordic elites’ economic sources of power (landed 
property, tribute, trade, taxation, etc.) and the third, Legitimacy and 
Glory, deals with cultural strategies used by the elites in order to justify 
their rank and rule. In the present volume, Social Networks, the aim is to 
analyze how the Nordic elites applied various forms of social resources 
in the creation of and competition for dominant positions in society. Dur-
ing the era under scrutiny, lordship, status, and hierarchy were to a large 
extent based on direct personal relations. Delegated authority through 
the holding of titles and offices certainly existed, but in an only vaguely 
institutionalized “face-to-face-society” even such authority tended to be 
based on and indeed merge with personal and social power. Thus, what 
we wish to highlight in this volume is the variety and interplay of social 
bonds connecting and empowering members of society’s elites, including 
relations of both horizontal and vertical nature: family and kin, friends 
and followers, neighbors, patrons and clients, religious communities, 
intellectual networks, and so forth. Also closely connected to these rela-
tionships were various forms of delegated authority manifested by prom-
inent titles and offices associated with political and religious institutions, 
such as church and monastic organization and kingship. How were these 
many different kinds of social bonds established, maintained, perceived, 
represented, challenged, or transformed, and first of all: How did people 
from the Nordic elites make use of such bonds in actual practice?

Elites

The choice of elite (from French élite, lit. “chosen person”) as key analyt-
ical term throughout this book series is a conscious one. Elite is a modern 
sociological concept, flexible and open to neutral analysis of social power 
in a way that “native” categories such as nobility, aristocracy, and landed 
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men are not. These and similar categories found in the medieval sources 
were themselves both products of and stakes in the social struggles that 
defined medieval society’s hierarchies, and thus cannot be taken as ana-
lytical starting points. To get beyond the purely descriptive approaches of 
past discourses and stimulate sociological reflection one needs an exoge-
nous concept – like “elite.” That obviously doesn’t mean we avoid speak-
ing of principes, magnates, milites, clerici, høvdinge, and so forth. These 
were the terms by which medieval people described, distinguished, and 
indeed constructed the social divisions and leading groups within their 
own world. They are therefore all-important objects of study, but they 
are not analytical, scientific terms.

One important point of inspiration for this line of thought is the 
international collaborative project Les élites dans le haut Moyen Âge 
occidental (2002 to 2009).1 Following some of the basic theoretical 
considerations underlying the research of this project, we define “elite” 
as those members of a society who hold a socially elevated position, 
whether in terms of wealth, political power, cultural prestige, social net-
works, knowledge, or some other relevant asset, and who are recognized 
by others as legitimately possessing such a position in a certain context.2 
Evidently, then, the elites included kings, queens, and members of the 
royal kin, but also men and women of the lay aristocracy; landowning 
magnates; castleholders and their knights; bishops, abbots, and other 
prominent ecclesiastics; learned clerics at royal, episcopal, and noble 
courts; leading townspeople and masters of guilds or other associations; 
influential elders at local thing assemblies; stewards and bailiffs; wealthy 
merchants; and well-to-do bønder. In other words, the elites included 
more than just those in control of political power in the narrow sense 
and should not be conceived of as a coherent or homogeneous class. Just 
like today, the elites in medieval Nordic society encompassed powerful 
people of many different sorts, who occupied a variety of positions and 
roles in social space, and who could often be at odds with one another. 
The analytical term elite is thus a relational one and may reach from the 
top echelons deep into local communities: It is really the specific context 
that determines whether a person or a group of persons can be consid-
ered “elite.” Again, the inclusiveness – or vagueness – of such a definition 
is deliberate. As pointed out by Chris Wickham, the analytical utility of 
the concept of elite (as opposed to, e.g., aristocracy) “is precisely that it 
resists definition: it directs our attention to the ‘minorité qui dirige’, and 
asks us simply how that process of direction or domination worked – and 
how it changed.”3

Networks: Practice and Strategy

In an attempt, nevertheless, to concretize what marked out medieval elites, 
Wickham suggests an ideal type (in the Weberian sense of Idealtypus) of 
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nine elements: wealth, ancestry, public office or title, Königsnähe (near-
ness to the king), legal definition of elite status, peer recognition, wider 
societal prestige, display, and expertise/training.4 What basically bound 
all these elements together, however, and made them operational, was 
social networks. This is forcefully underlined in a concluding remark of 
the Élites dans le haut Moyen Âge occidental project, according to which

the history of the elites of the high Middle Ages, as we have tried to 
retrace it, is perhaps more than anything a history of connections 
and of networks. . . . It is certainly the possibility to belong to one 
of those networks, to be integrated in the more or less complex web 
that serves to support domination, which makes you a member – or 
not – of a certain elite.5

It is a central effort of our book to describe the history, structural com-
position, and geographical scope of Nordic elite networks, be they on 
a local, regional, or “transnational” scale. But more importantly than 
just mapping structures, we aim to analyze how social resources were 
used. To borrow a phrase of Stephen D. White’s, bonds of kinship, like 
bonds of patronage, vassalage, and others, were “things that medieval 
nobles made (though not exactly as they pleased) and with which they 
did things – or tried to do things.”6 Such bonds functioned as capital in 
the sociological sense, assets that provided the necessary framework for 
almost any effective socio-political action, whether aiming at coopera-
tion or at competition.7 Great emphasis is therefore put on practice and 
agency: What did men and women of the elites actually do to shape and 
modify local hierarchies and power relations? How did individuals 
and groups make use of family, marriage, and/or friendship to enhance 
or defend their elevated status in society? How were personal ties and 
networks mobilized and adapted to changing contexts? How did “new” 
kinds of social capital (e.g., royal and clerical offices) interfere and inter-
play with “traditional” social resources (kinship, friendship) in particu-
lar micro-political constellations? Norms associated with various social 
bonds (loyalty, reciprocity, service, etc.) provided both a limiting frame-
work for action and the necessary flexible tools to bend and negotiate 
this framework in actual practice. Analyzing the social resources of the 
elites therefore implies an appreciation of the strategic, creative element 
of socio-political action; of the ways people constructed and negotiated 
social bonds in a dialectic of action and discourse; of self-interested prac-
tical considerations and publicly avowable customs and norms.

A Nordic Perspective

The geographical scope of the book encompasses the Scandinavian king-
doms and Free State Iceland. Thus, the focus is on the Nordic world, 
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but the socio-political perspective leads us to view this world in a wider 
cross-national context. Medieval elite networks often extended beyond 
the boundaries of individual realms, connecting royal and noble families, 
lords, friends, and members of ecclesiastical organizations and commu-
nities in Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and Iceland to social peers from 
neighboring regions and even beyond the Nordic world. In practice, 
power brokers of the upper layers of society operated in a vast political 
arena and rarely saw themselves restricted by conceptions of national 
or ethnic borders when looking for marriage partners, useful friends, 
or allies. Their scope for maneuvering was wide, and in communicating 
with one another, members of the Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish royal 
houses seldom addressed each other in their capacity as representatives of 
realms or dynasties. Instead they emphasized vocative forms linked to the 
social and emotional sphere such as “beloved brother” (delectus frater), 
“close relative” (cognatus), and “friend” (amicus). It was these kinds 
of obligatory relationships that influenced how power holders acted, or 
were supposed to act, in political matters. Local elites of lesser stature 
evidently did not connect across regions to the same extent, but bonds 
of patronage and practices of intercession “upwards” meant they were 
often linked up with larger cross-national networks nevertheless. All 
this hardly differed from conditions on the wider European continent. 
In trying to take systematic methodological account of this, the present 
book deviates from much previous Nordic research, which more or less 
unconsciously has taken national borders as a natural background for 
analyses of power and politics. In this book such borders are of minor 
importance – as they were back then.

Change and/or Continuity?

Another purpose of the book is to re-evaluate established interpretations 
regarding change and continuity. In most previous Nordic historiography 
the grand narratives of the eleventh to thirteenth centuries have been 
dominated by the themes of state building, christianization, and the dif-
fusion of writing, and they have often tended towards a rather linear, 
progressive-evolutionary, almost “whiggish” transitional scheme. In 
focusing on interrelations and strategies of living actors rather than legal 
and institutional developments, the present book aims to arrive at a more 
nuanced view. To borrow a phrase of Fredric Cheyette’s, our ambition is 
to study “first, the individuals in their particular, complex networks of 
relationships and, second, the systematic practices and transactions in 
which they engaged.”8 By approaching the transformations of elite social 
power in the period from this perspective, we hope to bring out more 
of the friction, conflict, ambiguity, dis-continuity and dis-connectedness 
that (also) formed part of the historical processes.
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These processes were not utterly directionless, of course. Thus, an over-
arching structural context for the book’s studies of particular actors and 
networks may be construed as processes of [1] transition from loosely 
unified kingdoms coexisting with local power bases to more organ-
ized polities wherein local power holders were gradually subordinated;  
[2] friction between loyalty based on reciprocity and consensus and loy-
alty founded upon a formalized hierarchy; [3] gradual formalization of 
socio-political relationships, promoted primarily by church and royalty; 
[4] centralization of power and concentration of social resources, imply-
ing reduction of the multiplicity of power bases and strengthening of 
royal and ecclesiastical authority.

With reference to these general trends and tendencies we specifi-
cally hope to explore the extent to which in practice traditional social 
resources were abandoned in favor of new ones during our period: Did 
the strengthening of royal and ecclesiastical power imply that traditional 
face-to-face ties of family, local patronage, and horizontal friendship 
lost their importance, or did inherited social structures continue to exist 
alongside new kinds of paid service and delegated office? Did gradual 
centralization and institutionalization alter hierarchies and privilege new 
groups, or did established elites continue to dominate by adapting to 
transformed conditions? How did new ways of reasoning about author-
ity, service, and order influence established norms of honor and reci-
procity and conventionalized practices of political communication and 
competition?

The Structure of the Book

The chapters of the book are organized in three sections. The first section, 
entitled “Social Bonds, Social Resources,” aims to outline some basic fea-
tures of kinship, patron-client relationships, and horizontal bonds – three 
main types of social ties that united and divided members of the medieval 
Nordic elites and constituted their sources of social power. The three 
chapters of section one will serve as framework and conceptual reference 
point for the studies presented in the following sections.

In section two, “Patterns of Networks,” the structures of various elite 
networks are traced and mapped in six chapters. Applying a wide range 
of sources and methodologies, these chapters focus on runic evidence for 
aristocratic networks in late Viking Age Sweden; kinship webs between 
magnates in Scandinavia and Rus’; Anglo-Scandinavian connections and 
their transformation in the eleventh and twelfth centuries; local complex 
networks underlying the Sagas of Icelanders; the implications for elite 
networks of clerical education and papal legatine activities in the North; 
and bonds of friendship and patronage uniting Friars Preachers with reli-
gious communities and lay nobles in the thirteenth century.
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Section three then turns from wide-scope, longitudinal mappings of 
network patterns to “networks in action”; that is, case-studies of the 
ways social resources came into play in situated practice. How did par-
ticular groups and individuals within the lay and ecclesiastical elite apply 
social resources – “family, friends, and followers” – in competition for 
power and prominence in specific (micro-) historical settings? Six chap-
ters explore the marriage strategies of a prominent Icelandic chieftain; 
the role of feasts and gifts in local patron–client relationships in late 
Free State Iceland; political elite groupings’ exploitation of underage 
kings in mid-twelfth-century Norway; the politics of social obligations 
and political interests during an exiled Danish king’s attempts to raise 
support outside his kingdom; sources of social power and strategies of 
capital conversion in the life of a twelfth-century Danish magnate; and 
conflictual perceptions of friendship and hierarchy in a prolonged intra-
ecclesiastical dispute case from Denmark.

A final concluding chapter reflects on the main findings of the forego-
ing studies and discusses the possible “nordicness” of medieval Nordic 
elite networks: To what degree did structures and uses of social resources 
intersect with kingdoms and regions to form some kind of trans-regnal 
Nordic whole? And how did patterns, practices, and transformations of 
social power within the Nordic world compare to contemporary Euro-
pean experiences?

Notes
 1. The project is documented in eight comprehensive edited volumes, focus-

ing on the early and central Middle Ages and covering themes of crisis and 
change, mobility, stratification, culture, and wealth as well as discussions of 
historiography and methodology. For bibliographical details see Bougard, 
François, Hans-Werner Goetz, and Régine Le Jan, eds., Théorie et pratiques 
des élites au Haut Moyen Age: Conception, perception et réalisation sociale 
(Turnhout, 2011), 4.

 2. Laurent Feller, “Introduction: Crises et renouvellements des élites au haut 
Moyen Âge: mutations ou ajoustements des structures?” in Les élites au haut 
moyen âge: Crises et renouvellements, ed. François Bougard, Laurent Feller, 
and Régine Le Jan (Turnhout, 2006), 5–21.

 3. Chris Wickham, “The Changing Composition of Early Élites,” in Théorie et 
pratiques des élites au Haut Moyen Age. Conception, perception et réalisa-
tion sociale, ed. François Bougard, Hans-Werner Goetz, and Régine Le Jan 
(Turnhout, 2011), 5–18 at 8.

 4. Ibid., 9–13.
 5. “l’histoire des élites du haut Moyen Âge telle que nous avons tenté de la 

retracer est peut-être avant tout une histoire de connexions et de réseaux . . . 
c’est sûrement la possibilité d’appartenir á l’un de ces réseaux, d’être integré 
dans la toile plus ou moins complexe qui sert de support à la domination, 
qui fait qu’on est membre – ou pas – d’une certaine élite.” Geneviève Bührer-
Thierry, “Connaître les élites au haut moyen âge,” in Théorie et pratiques des 
élites au Haut Moyen Age: Conception, perception et réalisation sociale, ed. 
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François Bougard, Hans-Werner Goetz, and Régine Le Jan (Turnhout, 2011), 
373–84 at 382–83. Our translation.

 6. Stephen D. White, Re-Thinking Kinship and Feudalism in Early Medieval 
Europe (Aldershot, 2005), vii.

 7. Strategies of cooperation and competition in fact often overlapped in pro-
cesses of what in an important recent study has been termed coopetition – 
a neologism borrowed from management studies for heuristic purposes of 
analyzing the specificities of early medieval socio-political rivalry, see Régine 
Le Jan, Geneviève Bührer-Thierry, and Stefano Gasparri, eds., Coopétition: 
Rivaliser, coopérer dans les sociétés du haut Moyen Âge (500–1100) (Turn-
hout, 2018).

 8. Fredric L. Cheyette, “Review: Fiefs and Vassals: The Medieval Evidence Rein-
terpreted,” Speculum 71, no. 4 (1996): 998–1006 at 1006.
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2 Kith and Kin
Ties of Blood and Marriage

Kim Esmark, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson,  
and Helle Vogt

Characteristics, Previous Research, and Sources

Family and kinship constituted the social backbone of medieval society’s 
elite groups. “Of all the ties that bound a person in the Middle Ages,” 
writes Gerd Althoff, “the most important was without doubt the bond 
to the family or kindred.”1 Other types of relationships obviously mat-
tered as well, as will be discussed in subsequent chapters, but even they 
would often imitate the social and cultural matrix provided by family 
organization.2 Few historians would thus contest Althoff’s statement, 
which might in fact apply with particular weight to the Nordic realm, 
where generations of scholars have stressed the all-important role of kin. 
For many years medieval Nordic societies were defined quite simply as 
“kinship societies,” i.e., traditional societies where the individual above 
all existed and acted as a member of an ætt (kin group) and where the 
ætt constituted a legal subject.3 These societies were held to be essentially 
different from the supposedly “feudal” societies in other parts of Europe, 
still unspoiled by state, church, and foreign cultural influence.4 To some 
historians these societies were also inherently violent: a “loosely knit 
conglomerate of shifting family alliances in perpetual mutual strife;”5 a 
“mafia society,” where individual legal rights were “rooted in a local, 
decentralized power institution, the kindred with its clients.”6 As com-
parative approaches have come to be used in recent years, however, the 
perception of family and kin in medieval Nordic society has become 
more complex, and increasingly tends to stress resemblances rather than 
differences between the Nordic and the wider European context.

The societal position of kin groups posed a recurrent problem in 
twentieth-century scholarly debates on the history of individualism in 
Europe. For Burckhardt and numerous historians after him the subjec-
tion of individuals to kinship interests was a predominant “traditional” 
or “pre-individualist” feature of medieval societies. Schemes and models 
developed by some of the founding fathers of sociology seemed to sup-
port the idea. According to Tönnies and Durkheim, for instance, one 
of the important effects of the modernization process was the gradual 
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weakening of kinship loyalties in favor of relations of more contractual 
nature.7 The traditional historiographical notion of medieval Nordic kin-
ship society drew on this scheme, but empirically it often rested on the 
thin evidence of law texts and select episodes in Icelandic sagas. What 
exactly was implied by “kinship society” remained rather vague, and nei-
ther the structure nor the actual ways individuals supposedly subjected 
themselves to the kindred were investigated.

Only from the 1970s onwards did the medieval family become a 
central historical research topic, and in recent years it has become 
progressively clear that the roles and functions of kin groups are best 
analyzed by taking account of other types of relationships and group 
formations. Labelled alternately as “history of community,” histoire de 
la sociabilité, or Sozialgeschichte der Gruppen, new research directions 
have looked at organizations of social life that stretch from family, 
friendship, and clientelistic relations to communal and other proto-
state structures.8 At the same time scholars have adopted new method-
ological approaches focusing on the everyday actions by which social 
actors established and maintained personal ties and group relations. 
Recognizing the processual nature of social bonds, the aim has been 
to reconstruct and understand the actual deeds and doings of medieval 
people, seen from an actor’s perspective. This approach has proved 
to be an important inspiration for many of the studies in the present 
book.

In what follows we shall not present a general review of scholarship, 
carve out firm models of Nordic kinship, or try to establish which type 
of family organization dominated in this or that region or period. The 
aim, instead, is to outline the interpretive framework for understanding 
the social dynamics of kinship, which (in varying guises) informs the case 
studies in this volume, and to provide some select examples of ways kin-
ship ties were conceptualized and put to work in practice.

Making Kinship: A Processual View  
of Family Relationships

For the elites of the Nordic world – just as for their counterparts else-
where – bonds of kinship were a social asset and structuring capital of 
prime importance. Family and ancestry provided powerful idioms for 
claims to economic resources, political support, and symbolic legitimacy; 
they defined one’s social status and identity, and regulated and safe-
guarded titles to property; they opened (or closed) the doors to political 
alliances and benefits; and they protected the individual, in principle at 
least, via threats of collective revenge. At the same time, rules, norms, 
and discourses related to kinship (inheritance, marriage, obligations to 
support or avenge one’s kinsmen, etc.) might also be invoked to obstruct 
or constrain individual social action.
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However, the kindred was never a permanent, objectively defined 
group. The fact that Nordic family organization was everywhere cog-
natic or bilateral meant that people traced their origins and relations 
through both paternal and maternal lines. Every individual would share 
blood with more than one descent group, and no two individuals (apart 
from full siblings) would have the exact same ancestors and relatives. In 
the resulting tissue of overlapping kin groups each link might be assigned 
different value, while the nuclear family held a central position.9 Moreo-
ver, although the discourse of law as well as some narrative texts pri-
oritized and idealized consanguinity, bonds of kinship were constituted 
not only by blood, but also by marriage (affinity) and relationships of 
custody or fosterage. Because of high mortality rates, kin groups would 
usually include several individuals who had remarried, adding ranks of 
stepchildren to the already highly composite family picture.  Icelandic 
chieftains were sometimes said to possess frændastyrk or be  frændríkir, 
meaning that their parents came from large families. For example,  Gissur 
 Thorvaldsson’s father, one of the most powerful chieftains c. 1230–1270, 
had eight siblings, his mother had three, and Gissur Thorvaldsson him-
self had eight. A large, solid group of kinsmen like that not only provided 
support to its own members but also brought a large number of in-laws, 
who were often more important than the blood relatives.10 On top of 
this, concubinage was widely practiced and accepted within the elite 
well into the  thirteenth century despite increasing opposition from the 
Church. In Iceland again, many chieftains were born out of wedlock. In 
Norway  children by  concubines had fewer rights than their half-siblings 
born from regular marriages, but they were never wholly excluded.11 In 
Denmark illegitimate children inherited from their mother and could 
inherit from their father, if he wished – they were therefore “potentially 
legitimate.”12

Common descent from a particular noble ancestor (man or women) 
meant a great deal with respect to honor and status, if only in a some-
what unspecified sense, as the bilateral system obviously left consider-
able scope for tracing various links backwards in time.13 The creation 
of “new families” was a more or less continuous and relatively rapid 
process. In the Icelandic genealogical texts Ættartölur and Haukdæla 
þáttr, probably written in the first half of the thirteenth century, none of 
the pedigrees for the eight most prominent families on the island reach 
further back than the early twelfth century. A key issue was producing 
sons. If there were no sons who could carry the family tradition, the 
family disappeared. Families in this sense usually only survived for three 
generations.14

In Iceland the family usually took its name from the farm where the 
“founding father” lived, as with Borgarmenn, the men of Borg. If a 
son moved away and established his household at the farm called, for 
instance, Laugar, he and his household would henceforward be known 
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as the Laugamenn. The household name thus took precedence over the 
family name. Surnames were not used, but patronymics were.

If the so-called kinship society was thus really a complex mosaic of 
highly heterogeneous, overlapping groups, it is necessary to look for con-
ceptualizations that are more sensitive to the fuzziness and fluidity of 
family structure.15 For instance, in her work on the “predatory kinship” 
of the elite of Normandy, who originated from Scandinavian settlers, 
Eleanor Searle speaks of the “politics of kinship” and describes kinship 
as “not a matter of ’blood’ or descent but a way of reckoning those who 
have a right to share in resources, and . . . therefore also a way of identify-
ing those upon whom each individual could depend.”16 In a specific Scan-
dinavian context Lars Hermanson identifies “a relative conception of kin, 
variable and conditioned by socio-political circumstances,”17 while Thyra 
Nors has proposed a conception of kin “primarily as a strategic, political 
field.”18 Other like-minded approaches, all pointing to the openness and 
malleability of kinship, could be added.19 What they have in common 
is the assumption that the medieval kin group should be treated as a 
socio-cultural construct, a situated “imagined community” that not only 
structured social action, but was also constantly formed and re-formed by 
social action itself. Never a closed, stable unit, the kindred was the “fluid 
and multiform product of varied strategies and representations, which 
were continuously negotiated and adapted to different contexts and prac-
tical needs.”20 Hence, the meanings and practices of family and kin in the 
Nordic world not only varied chronologically and geographically (from 
the late Viking Age to the thirteenth century, from Iceland to Blekinge); 
even within each period and each region it was a matter of ongoing pro-
cesses of constructing, performing, and representing kinship.

Official and Practical Kinship

Adopting the perspective that family relations were “things that medieval 
nobles made (though not exactly as they pleased) and with which they 
did things – or tried to do things”21 entails a break not only with modern 
essentialist notions, but also with “native” representations in contem-
porary medieval sources. These were rarely objective descriptions, but 
stakes in political-discursive attempts to promote certain genealogical 
lineages or images of kinship at the expense of others.22 Pierre Bourdieu’s 
note on the existence of social groups in general is highly relevant in this 
regard:

Whether they have an occupational basis as in our societies or a 
genealogical basis as in pre-capitalist societies, groups are not found 
ready-made in reality. And even when they present themselves with 
this air of eternity that is the hallmark of naturalized history, they are 
always the product of a complex historical work of construction.23
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Some medieval scholars have found it useful to apply Bourdieu’s twin 
notions of official and practical kinship – notions coined by the sociolo-
gist in his early work on kinship structures and matrimonial strategies 
among the Kabyles of colonial Algeria.24 Official kinship, according to 
Bourdieu, is the formal representation of genealogical relationships made 
by outside observers (anthropologists or medievalists) or by social actors 
themselves (compilers of law, narrators of aristocratic family history, 
monastic chroniclers, etc.). It is the kind of abstract, quasi-legal repre-
sentation that can be codified and systematized in a genealogical stemma 
without reference to actual use. It is well defined by law and norms, 
and primarily serves public purposes and the function of order. Practical 
kinship, on the other hand, points to those family connections that are 
actually kept in working order, the network of useful kinsmen, who are 
mobilized by specific actors for specific purposes at specific points in time. 
Thus, practical kinship is “private,” situational, operational, strategic, 
and often blends with other types of relationships (lordship, friendship, 
clientage). Its boundaries are blurred and varied. Practical kinship, in 
short, is the modus operandi of family organization, “family in action.”

According to Bourdieu (and the medievalists who have taken inspi-
ration from his work) kinship strategies unfold in a dialectic between 
official and practical kinship.25 In any given situation, the set of relatives 
one would or could call upon depended on context, function, and the 
prehistory of those involved. Did you need kinsmen for a revenge killing, 
to corroborate a land transaction, to negotiate a marriage, or to raise 
money for a pilgrimage? Who among the dead ancestors would it be 
profitable to commemorate and who should be forgotten? Which par-
ticular individuals among all those who theoretically could count as kin 
(through bonds of blood, marriage, or fosterage) were socio-politically 
relevant to declare as family in this or that situation? And how was prac-
tical kinship represented publicly so as to appear to comply with the 
protocol of official kinship?

The terminology used to describe family relationships in the North 
may serve to exemplify the point. Though the term ætt has been the 
basis for the scholarly discussion on kinship structures it features rarely 
in the sources, which more commonly use frændi, frænde for a man, 
frændkona, frændkone for a women, and frændsemi, frændsæme for the 
relationship between kinsfolk.26 The Icelandic sources provide two dif-
ferent definitions of these words. The laws explain frændi and frænka in 
the same way as ætt, that is, as all persons whose kin relationship could 
be traced back five generations.27 The saga narratives, on the other hand, 
which deal with people in action, use the terms in a narrower sense to 
describe the relationship between ego and sons, daughters, father, mother, 
brothers, sisters, nephews, nieces, uncles, aunts, cousins, grandfathers, 
and grandmothers.28 The boundary for kin stops at cousins, except in 
chieftain families. In the North, as elsewhere in Europe at the time, there 
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was no word for the nuclear family.29 Instead, according to the sagas’ 
terminology, the frændr-group, with all its overlaps, constituted the basic 
unit. Mágr, magh was used for in-laws.30 Some family relationships were 
more essential than others, depending on the position of the family in 
local power structures. In Iceland, for instance, it proved more important 
to nurture a kinship relation with a powerful chieftain, even though he 
might be a rather distant relative, than, say, one with a brother.

The Workings of Kinship: Property,  
Marriage, and Conflict

How then did family ties come into play as a social resource in elite 
competitions for power and how and for what purposes did individuals 
mobilize their kinsmen? Turning to the actual workings of kinship we 
now take a look at three particular fields of activity where family bonds 
were continuously made, reaffirmed, and challenged.

Property

Bonds of kinship constituted the basic regulatory framework for posses-
sion and transfer of landed property within the Nordic elites (as within 
any group of householding freemen).31 First of all, land was inherited 
within the kin group. When someone died his or her landed property 
passed to children, brothers, sisters, nephews, or other relatives accord-
ing to customary practices or legal rules. From the outset, therefore, 
ownership and disposition of land was embedded in family structure. If 
someone’s possessions were challenged, kinsmen were expected to step 
up as oath-helpers at the thing assembly to guarantee his or her title,32 
but kinsmen also restricted individual landowners’ dispositions in vari-
ous ways. Although land was held individually, it could not be bought, 
sold, granted, or received freely, as any property transfer potentially 
affected the status and prosperity of not only the vendor or donor, but 
also of heirs and relatives. These people would therefore often become 
involved in the transfer, especially when the land about to change hands 
was family land, i.e., farms, acres, woods, and so forth inherited from 
ancestors and relatives. Such property was distinguished from land 
acquired through purchase. It was associated with honor and distinc-
tion,33 and protected throughout our period by various restrictions as to 
how it could be disposed of.34

Little is known about the specific norms governing transfer of family 
land before the advent of written law. The general impression remains 
that heirs to land that was granted or sold out of the kin retained some 
kind of moral right to reclaim the property or at least to have a say with 
regard to the alienation. Lawmen from mid-south Sweden for instance, 
instructed people that no pious gift of land be made by a dying person 
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without the presence and consent of the heirs.35 Such customary norms 
seem to have followed the same basic patterns as the laudatio parentum 
known from wider Europe. They did not form a coherent legal system, 
but should rather be conceived of as “a fluid set of general principles, 
characteristically formulated in the shape of proverbs and maxims,” 
which, when applied to specific cases, “might easily support mutually 
contradictory solutions.”36 The bilateral kinship system further compli-
cated things, as any marriage implied that property was being transferred 
to the new household from both contracting families, thus widening the 
circle of interested relatives.

Frustrated heirs’ complaints about alienations could be acknowledged 
or refuted, depending on the arguments, pressure, and support they were 
able to mobilize, but at least in intra-class conflicts within the elite, dispu-
tants usually opted for some kind of compromise and compensation. The 
evidence, of course, is scarce for the early period, but scattered examples 
are found in charters recording donations and disputes. When in the early 
1120s various “good men” donated land to the metropolitan church of 
Lund, the archbishop paid the donors’ heirs to obtain their consent.37 
Some four or five decades later the newly founded Esrum Abbey in Den-
mark saw a series of gifts challenged by the donor’s heirs, who were then 
allowed to donate the contested properties themselves; being thus given 
a share in the spiritual benefits of the initial grant, they renounced their 
claims.38 In Scania heirs were allowed the right to object to pious gifts 
after the death of the donor.39

With the introduction of written law, compiled in the course of the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries all over the Nordic regions by learned 
clerics backed by emergent royal power, fuzzy principles were superseded 
(or overlapped) by well-defined rules, less open to interpretation. In 
various forms, following various procedures and under various names –  
lovbydelse in Denmark, bördsrätt in Sweden, odelsrett in Norway –  
kinsmen were awarded a formal legal right of pre-emption for family 
land, and the exact group of relatives entitled to exercise this right was 
defined and delimited according to Canon law classifications of consan-
guinity. Thus, the process of law-making probably strengthened family 
ties in general, but also privileged certain official representations of kin-
ship at the expense of other, less strict, more fluid conceptions.40

Marriage

The most important way for elites to create new family bonds was 
through marriage. Alliance and reproduction strategies always revolved 
around the unification of groups through exchanges of women and prop-
erty. Cultural perceptions of marriage went through changes during our 
period as ecclesiastic reformers strove to transform the original social-
secular institution, which allowed for divorce and concubinage, into 
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a monogamous, indissoluble pact modeled on Christ’s union with the 
Church. The function of marital strategies, however, did not change and 
remained a battleground of no less import than, say, property litigation 
or feuding. Unfortunately the all-important processes of negotiation that 
surrounded any contracting of marriage are rarely exposed in detail by 
the sources, perhaps because of the inherent nature of such processes: 
shrouded in secrecy, done by proxy, and so forth. A few examples are 
found in the sagas about Icelandic chieftains and Norwegian kings. In 
the winter of 1223–24, the chieftain Thorvaldr Vatnsfirding sent friendly 
words to Snorri Sturluson, one of the most powerful chieftains at that 
time, about creating an alliance (samband) and an in-law relationship. 
Snorri accepted this on condition that Thorvaldr should “undertake” 
whatever he “might ask of him, no matter against whom.”41 Discourses 
about marriage contracting were of course not all about politics and 
economy, but also about the beauty and cleverness of future wives.42

Success or failure in the marriage market easily decided the standing 
and fortune of a kin group, and heads of families were supposed to act 
with discretion and foresight, even to the degree of denying children the 
possibility of marriage.43 What happened if a man had six sons? From 
Iceland we can see that some of them were allowed to marry while oth-
ers had to content themselves with becoming members of their brothers’ 
households. Likewise, not all daughters were invariably married off.44

With the gradual advance of clerical celibacy (from the twelfth century 
onwards) some members of the elite were formally prohibited from mar-
rying, causing certain familial links to take on new meanings. Without 
children of their own, high-ranking ecclesiastics nurtured strong relations 
with their siblings’ offspring in a kind of clerical dynastic structure. Bish-
ops and canons were succeeded in their offices by nephews or second 
cousins, and written wills reveal how they built networks with nieces and 
their families.45

Members of the upper strata of the elite married across both geographi-
cal boundaries between realms and social boundaries between aristocratic 
and royal blood, ensuring considerable socio-political maneuverabil-
ity.46 The mightiest groups were capable of influencing royal power and 
reaping profits – material as well as symbolic – from their Königsnähe 
(nearness to the king), and occasionally even joined the competition for 
crowns and kingdoms.47

In other words, marriage – which in our time is associated with some-
thing “private” – was completely embedded in the “public” world of 
power and politics. Marriages were contracted both to seal settlements 
between contending factions and, preventively, to keep latent conflicts 
from breaking out. In case of feuding, individuals who were connected 
to both parties through marriage links could take the role of mediators 
(cf. Gluckman’s peace in the feud).48 The bilateral kinship system simply 
was not compatible with long-term warfare, since there would always 
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be someone in the implicated networks with interests on more than one 
side. On top of this, Church prohibitions against marrying even distantly 
related blood relatives posed an ideological incentive to associating kin-
dred and thereby promoting peace.49

The crucial role of marriage in kinship strategies left women with 
potentially great influence, even if this influence often had to be exercised 
“from within” or “behind the screen.” Danish noblewomen were enti-
tled to alienate land. A quarter of all donors registered in the obit book 
of Lund Cathedral are thus women.50 Traditional historiography used 
to describe aristocratic women as passive objects in an all-male world 
of political competition, but recent research has stressed the active, par-
ticipatory role of women in the power game, and has also pointed to the 
dependence of male political actors on conditions in the “private” family 
sphere.51

One particularly well-documented example is Queen Margrete Fred-
kulla (“Peace-Maiden”) of Denmark, whose intricate marital politics 
 during the reign of her husband King Niels (1104–34) for years  managed 
to bridge rival branches of the royal family and thus maintain peace. 
Danish coins from the period bear her name along with that of the king, 
while foreign observers noted how the rule of Denmark was so  dependent 
on the noble queen that it effectively lay in a woman’s hand.52 When 
 Margrete died c. 1130, her carefully worked-out system of  alliances 
 collapsed and years of dynastic war followed.53

Conflict

With no centralized state power to uphold peace and monopolize pros-
ecution and punishment of wrongdoers, medieval Nordic society was a 
“feuding society” in which protection of life and property relied on col-
lective self-help and the threat or taking of revenge.54 Even when law-
breakers were being judged at public assemblies, the wronged parties 
were left to carry out sentences themselves (by, for example, collecting 
fines). The primary group which the individual relied on here was the 
kindred. According to deep-rooted norms, which gradually came to be 
written down in law, kinsmen were held to be liable for each other. If 
someone suffered an insult or attack, his or her relatives were expected 
to help retaliate against the wrongdoer, and vice versa: If a member of 
a group violated someone, his or her kinsmen were all considered legiti-
mate targets of the wronged party’s revenge.

Yet exactly which relatives were obliged to take collective action in 
case of conflict remained unclear. Feuds therefore functioned both as tests 
of family solidarity and as occasions for actualizations of otherwise dor-
mant relationships. According to the Danish chronicler Saxo one could 
claim assistance from both the paternal and the maternal side of the fam-
ily.55 In Iceland, where the sagas provide the most detailed view of things, 
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sons and fathers had to give almost unconditional support to each other. 
The obligations between brothers were not as clear-cut as those between 
fathers and sons, but they usually stood up for each other. As regards 
more distant relatives, it is difficult to see any consistent pattern, but 
uncles and cousins were normally expected to help.56 Although physical 
violence was the prerogative of men, women also shared responsibilities 
for defending the honor of the family or household. Women often took 
an active part in feuding processes and could even be seen acting publicly 
as heads of kin groups. At the same time women might also be specifi-
cally targeted as victims of rape or abduction aimed at casting shame on 
their group.57

It is important to note, however, that feuding groups were almost never 
family war bands, but highly composite factions, mobilized for the occa-
sion, of not only kinsmen, but also friends, neighbors, patrons, depend-
ents, and ad hoc allies.58 Likewise, the (mostly small-scale) wars that 
were fought were not “blood feuds” in the archetypical-mythical sense, 
but political trials of strength that involved multiple parties and interests. 
As much as discourses of blood and honor might be invoked to justify 
claims and gather support, the kindred hardly ever acted like an organic 
fighting unit.59 Speaking with Bourdieu, feuding was often legitimized by 
official kinship, but always carried out by practical kinship.

Once again, however, things got more formalized as they became codi-
fied in law. In all medieval Nordic laws (except the Icelandic) the collective 
paying and receiving of man’s compensation (ethebot) among kinsmen in 
case of homicide was a fundamental principle. The provisions varied in 
their details, but generally all men related within the well-defined canoni-
cal degrees of consanguinity were legally obliged to participate in the 
giving and taking of man’s compensation. One third of the compensation 
was to be paid by the killer himself, one third by his father’s side, and one 
third by his mother’s side.60 In case of an intentional killing an additional 
fine was paid to the king for breaking the peace. Compensation payment 
was followed by the performance of an honor-restoring leveling oath 
(javnetheed): The killer’s kinsmen swore in public that in the reverse situ-
ation they would do the same, i.e., accept payment in compensation for 
the killing of a relative of theirs. The logic behind the leveling oath was 
explained by Archbishop Anders Sunesen in his early thirteenth-century 
Latin paraphrase of the Law of Scania and points to the deeply honor-
infused ethos of the elite:

But the oath of equality is always enforced all the more diligently 
because by making those who are harmed equivalent to those who 
have harmed, the contempt appears to be taken away which is cus-
tomarily stirred up by one who has suffered injury from oppression 
against those who have inflicted it. For prudent men always value the 
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integrity of their reputation and the restoration of the honor due to 
them more than pecuniary compensation.61

The strengthening of kinship implied by the formalization of collective 
responsibility between relatives also showed in legal provisions aiming to 
save individuals caught between public duties and family loyalty. Accord-
ing to the Frostathing Law from Norway, for instance, if a man was 
killed at the public assembly, all present were bound to pursue the killer. 
However, those related to the killer either by blood or by marriage were 
exempted and even allowed to help the fugitive – once and only once.62

Strength and Stability of Kinship Bonds

The relative strength and stability of kinship bonds was rooted in the 
socialization as a “family man/woman,” which all members of the elite 
were exposed to. Socio-cultural norms and identities associated with 
belonging to a kindred were systematically inculcated through common 
upbringing, proverbs, songs, narratives, rites, and the manifold firsthand 
experiences of collective action at assemblies, ceremonies of property 
transfer, feuding activities, and so forth. The outcome of this comprehen-
sive explicit and implicit pedagogical work was a distinct kinship habi-
tus, a durable structure of embodied attitudes, inclinations, and abilities 
which guided the mental outlook and practical action of society’s upper 
strata. On top of this, religious doctrines concerning love between blood 
relatives, between spouses, and between parents and their children posed 
a strong ideological reaffirmation of kinship norms.

The emotional aspect of family life within the elite should not be over-
looked. Genuine affection for one’s family members no doubt worked 
to cement relationships, at least among close relatives.63 Even learned 
compilers of law took familial emotions into consideration. In the Law of 
 Scania as explicated by Archbishop Anders Sunesen, for instance, custody 
of minors was always awarded to paternal relatives before maternal ones, 
with one exception: A mother’s father had priority over a father’s brother, 
because a maternal grandfather was assumed to possess more “affec-
tion” (affectus) towards the child than a paternal uncle.64 Yet evaluating 
medieval discourses of love and loyalty between spouses and kinsmen 
remains a difficult task. How should we understand recurrent phrases 
in donation charters and written wills like “my beloved wife/ husband”? 
Were such words expressions of subjective feelings as we think of them 
today, or standardized formulas?65 Or what about kings who showed 
mercy to deadly rivals on account of distant family bonds: Did these 
otherwise ruthless rulers really hold feelings for their propinqui, or did 
their chroniclers simply invoke the norms of Bourdieu’s official kinship to 
explain what in reality were calculated political decisions?66
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In the last resort, strength and durability of kinship bonds depended 
on their usefulness. At times strong leaders succeeded in gathering both 
near and distant relatives around them, thus providing the impression of 
a truly united kindred.67 Usually this had to do with the capacity of such 
leaders to give something, whether protection, wealth, offices, or access 
to other networks. When, for instance, a certain branch of the so-called 
Hvide family in twelfth-century Denmark became closely associated with 
the victorious line of kings that emerged from prolonged dynastic wars, 
they were able to attract distant cousins, nephews, and affines, who all 
wanted to share in their Königsnähe. The feeling of solidarity of this 
otherwise heterogenous network was strengthened through the erection 
of a Hauskloster, a family monastery, where individual members of the 
group were buried and commemorated in prayers. The collective activi-
ties implied by donations, prayer, and burial transformed the theoretical 
premise that all those involved were somehow related to each other by 
blood or marriage into a socio-politically relevant and recognized fact. In 
many respects, however, individual branches of the family network con-
tinued to operate by themselves, and as the leaders gradually lost their 
special tie to the throne, various branches of the family tended to look to 
other relationships and other cultic sites.68

Although norms warranted solidarity between kinsmen, intra-familial 
tension and disruption of kin groups was a built-in feature of the bilateral 
family structure. Competition between collateral branches overlapped 
with other, non-genealogical obligations; and internal strife between near 
relatives or parents and children were by no means uncommon as blood 
kin found themselves divided in terms of loyalty and socio-political inter-
ests.69 Married couples might also experience split loyalties. In the mid-
twelfth century the Danish magnate Peder Torstensen married into the 
powerful Hvide family, but he hesitated to support the monastery built 
by his wife’s kindred and even restricted the size of her gifts to the fam-
ily foundation. Decades later Peder’s grandson continued to bother the 
monks who prayed for the souls of the family. In the end, the troublesome 
grandson was persuaded by mediating kinsmen to give up his stronghold 
and his lands around the monastery in return for more distant holdings.70

Turning to the laws again, various provisions reveal how the obli-
gation to contribute collectively to the payment of ethebot in case of 
homicide might set kinsmen up against each other. Some killers’ rela-
tives simply refused to pay their installment, in which case killers might 
try to take it by violence. In other cases killers collected the install-
ments owed by their blood kin, only to keep the money or goods for  
themselves – or just squander it.71 The Norwegian chronicler Theodori-
cus equated kin-killings with crimes, murders, and false oaths, but in fact, 
much of what today is conceived of as “political history” in the Nordic 
realm was intra-dynastic or intra-familial quarrels.72 Within royal dynas-
ties examples of kin-slaying abound. The Danish king Erik II Emune 



Kith and Kin 23

(“the Unforgettable,” r. 1134–7), for instance, was directly or indirectly 
responsible for the killing of one uncle, two cousins, a half-brother, and 
eleven children of his half-brother’s. The Icelandic sagas provide unique 
evidence of conflict within non-royal kin groups, where kin strife seems 
to have been common, at least in some families. However, while wives 
might have their husbands killed, young men in the sagas never crossed 
the line of actually slaying their own parents or brothers. On the other 
hand, numerous examples from these same narratives show how kins-
men were often ready to betray and even sacrifice each other if need be.73 
To strengthen the somewhat precarious bonds of blood, kinsmen would 
often describe their relation concomitantly as “friendship” (vinátta) and 
“kinship” (frændsemi).74

Formalization and Strategy

Throughout our period, bonds of blood and affinity remained one of the 
most important types of social capital among the elites of all the Nordic 
realms. The main change was the introduction of canonical kinship in 
twelfth- and thirteenth-century legislation. Writing down law on kinship 
along the lines of learned law and canonical computation of blood rela-
tions meant that family structures and the rights and obligations associ-
ated with being a kinsman were defined in a hitherto-unseen systematic, 
coherent way. The fuzzy contours of the “old” kindred, with its elective 
elements and blurred lines between blood kin, friends, and allies, became 
more sharply delineated, and royal and ecclesiastical power slowly 
started to interfere in areas traditionally regulated by loosely structured, 
autonomous kin groups.

Ironically, more than anything else it was the strong emphasis on kin-
ship in the Nordic law books that made generations of historians think 
of the medieval North as the archetypal “kinship society.” But even if the 
legal provisions on such things as inheritance, land transfer, and compen-
sation for homicide evidently echoed earlier norms and custom, they also 
(perhaps primarily?) represented a conscious and innovative attempt, led 
by Church and Crown, to transform kinship.

The introduction of canonical kinship was inspired by Christian peace 
ideology and aimed to limit the allegedly endless feuds and social con-
flicts among the elite, not only between rival aristocratic families but also 
internally between affines and blood relatives. Promoting ecclesiastical 
definitions of kinship was thus part of the Latin Church’s “longstanding 
effort to use the logic of kin solidarity in the interest of social peace.”75 
The goal was to “create a moral code according to which violence and 
murder of blood relatives was unacceptable.”76 As such the introduc-
tion of canonical kinship was as much a part of a moral or ideological 
campaign, “an attempt to influence the population’s concept of right and 
wrong,” as it was a judicial or political project.77
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Kings had every reason to support the program, which elevated them 
to a new, exalted position as legitimate upholders of societal peace. The 
motives for kings to co-promote canonical kinship and formalization of 
kinship norms may extend further than this, however. The purpose of 
legal provisions to secure kinsmen’s rights to family land, for instance, 
may have been to “limit the extent to which individual aristocrats 
might reshape the economic hierarchy of the aristocracy on their own 
accord.”78 As the strength of royal power depended on a relative equilib-
rium between society’s leading factions, un-regulated reshuffling of land 
among magnates was potentially destabilizing, and kings therefore had 
every incentive to try to contain and control the circulation of landed 
wealth – even, paradoxically, by strengthening kinship structures. In 
other words, it seems too simple to interpret the process of twelfth- and 
thirteenth-century formalization of kinship along the lines of traditional 
historiography as a weakening or even dissolution of old Nordic kinship 
society.

Exactly how and to what extent new maps of kinship really managed to 
transform strategies and behavior among the high medieval elite remains 
difficult to say. Did practices of feuding, marriage, or inheritance change 
significantly under the yoke of written law? Did new norms induce new 
family identities? Were kin structures consolidated? Did social hierarchies 
become more stable, less vulnerable to choice, individual enterprise, and 
the vicissitudes of an openly elective- and alliance-based system? With 
regard to social and political action, the logic of practical kinship obvi-
ously continued to rule. Yet, with the introduction of canonical concep-
tions of kin relations official kinship took on a new guise, which social 
actors evidently had to take into account and adapt strategies to – if 
only by finding ways to bypass it. In that sense canonical kinship and 
the general move towards formalization no doubt did make an impact. 
Whether it contributed to creating an overall more peaceful and socially 
just society is much more uncertain.
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3 Lords and Followers
Patron-Client Relationships

Lars Hermanson and Hans Jacob Orning

Characteristics, Previous Research, and Sources

The terms “patron” and “client” originated in Roman society, and the 
idea of a patron-client relationship was first developed as an analyti-
cal term to describe that society.1 However, it has proven to be a useful 
concept for classifying social bonds in other types of societies as well. 
Since the 1960s, sociologists and anthropologists have used the concept 
analytically to describe societies in universalist terms (patron-client rela-
tionships as a characteristic of all types of societies); to discuss a relation-
ship which is present to differing degrees in given societies depending on 
other forms of social organization such as kinship, networks, feudalism, 
bureaucracies, markets, and others; and sometimes in the examination of 
a historical stage in the evolution of social organization from a kinship 
base, via patron-client relationships, to bureaucracies.2

In medieval scholarship, much of the discussion about patron-client 
relationships has been conducted within the framework of feudalism. 
Contrary to the broad term “feudalism,” which has been described (most 
notably by Karl Marx) as a societal formation based on an exploitive 
relationship between landowners and unfree farmers, the feudal bond 
can be narrowly defined as a personal and hierarchical relationship 
within the elite between a lord and a vassal, including two elements: 
the ritual of homage, including the oath of fealty and sometimes a kiss, 
and the investiture of the fief.3 At the root of this bond lies the personal 
and hierarchical relationship between patron and client (at a lower social 
level, the bond between landowners and their dependents entailed a 
similar relationship), but the combination of homage and enfeoffment 
has been considered a distinguishing mark of the feudal bond. In recent 
decades, the concept of feudalism has been severely criticized.4 Scholars 
such as Frederic Cheyette, Stephen D. White, and Patrick Geary have 
emphasized the variability of the so-called feudal bond, underlining that 
homage, oaths, and the investment of fiefs occurred in all kinds of com-
binations, and maintaining that it is a mistake to assume that this bond 
can be subsumed under one heading with a precise legal definition.5 What 
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these scholars have done is to “de-reify” the idea of feudalism, making 
it broader and less unique, and thereby positioning it as a more cross-
cultural concept that lends itself more easily to comparative approaches. 
Perhaps the most interesting analyses of the role of patron-client relation-
ships in medieval politics have been undertaken by scholars who have 
avoided the F-word entirely, and who have abandoned the tradition of 
viewing formal institutions such as retinues, the legal apparatus, and the 
military levy as prefigurations of more full-blown state institutions. Here 
Gerd Althoff’s book Family, Friends and Followers: Political and Social 
Bonds in Medieval Europe was crucial in analyzing the political culture 
in the Holy Roman Empire in terms of kinship, friendship, and lordship – 
bonds which were personal and informal, and hence at least partially 
“feudal,” but still very powerful social institutions.6

In Nordic historiography, feudalism has typically been discussed in the 
context of whether Nordic countries were “feudal” or not, where “feu-
dalism” has often been juxtaposed with the presence of fiefs and vassal-
age at the top level of society.7 Combined with a widely held opinion that 
freeholders played a much larger role in Nordic societies than serfs, the 
answer to the question of Nordic feudalism has been predominantly neg-
ative, with the result that the region has a reputation of being different 
from the rest of Europe.8 Broadening the concept of feudalism to include 
patron-client relationships allows for a more nuanced comparison of 
the role of personal dependencies in Scandinavia and Europe. In recent 
research there has been a move away from the notion that early Nordic 
societies were constituted of relatively equal freeholders (the Germanistic 
thesis) and towards the idea of a society dominated by local chieftains or 
magnates, with substantial numbers of freeholders. This shift is partly 
due to influence from anthropological models, partly to archaeological 
excavations of farmsteads, and partly to studies of dispersed property 
rights in societies with fragmented political authority.9

Definitions of patron-client relationships differ, but they usually 
include the following aspect: a relationship which is personal (as opposed 
to bureaucratic) and hierarchical (contrary to horizontal bonds), while 
remaining reciprocal (unlike relationships based on obedience).10 Patron-
age delineates an asymmetrical relation between a client in need of pro-
tection and a patron who has the desire and the ability to take care of the 
client’s concerns.11

The question of the nature of the inequality is open to dispute, and 
constitutes one of the most controversial aspects of patron-client rela-
tionships. On the one hand, patron-client relationships differ from hori-
zontal friendships in that they are vertical, hierarchical, and uneven. On 
the other hand, inequality is also a contextual matter. Robert Paine states 
that these roles are not intrinsic to the relationship itself, but are deter-
mined by external interpretations: the patron is the one whose posses-
sions or abilities are judged to be the more valuable.12
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More fundamentally, the patron-client relationship is characterized 
by a mixture of voluntariness and coercion that can confuse a modern 
observer used to looking for antagonistic class relationships. Contrary to 
class relationships, where inequality is by no means camouflaged, patron-
client relationships rely on the notion that they exist for mutual benefit, 
and they are therefore typically draped in the language of deference.13 
Some scholars take this benevolence more or less at face value, view-
ing the relationship as fundamentally positive; this point of view is most 
common among structural-functionalists intent on seeing the institution 
as serving an integrative purpose in society at large.14 Others have been 
far more inclined to regard the deferential language as a legitimizing 
strategy primarily aimed at cementing power relationships and subduing 
the powerless.15

In Nordic medieval society power was to a large extent built from 
below. However, there are few Nordic studies with an explicit focus on 
patron-client relations, apart from those of Jón Viðar Sigurðsson on Free 
State Icelandic society and Viking Age and medieval Scandinavia.16 One 
crucial reason for the limited Nordic research on patron-client relation-
ships probably lies in the nature of the source material, since in many 
instances we simply do not have information about the relationship 
between elites and their followers on a local level. For instance, the nar-
rative sources about Denmark and Norway mostly recount events tak-
ing place within the upper echelon of society, where specific information 
about the ability of elite individuals to raise troops and mobilize support-
ers is not recorded, apart from the intimation that those who were most 
successful in doing so were usually victorious in various struggles (in 
Sweden, we rarely even get this type of information). These sources are 
most valuable for investigating patron-client relationships at the top level 
of society, and, in combination with monastic sources, religious patron-
age. We shall return to both these issues later.

The one exception to this lack of sources is Iceland, where the sagas 
provide a fairly detailed description of how chieftains surrounded them-
selves with a network of supporters made up of friends/clients, household 
members, relatives, and neighbors. Yet it is problematic to suggest that 
the Icelandic case is representative of the entire Nordic region, since Free 
State Iceland is unique in many respects. Before the fall of the Free State 
in 1262/64, Iceland had no hierarchical royal apparatus based on promi-
nent titles, offices, royal lands, and the like, and there are also considera-
ble differences in its socio-agrarian structure (which was based on animal 
husbandry, little grain production, no towns, dependence upon imports), 
reflecting Iceland’s minimal potential for agricultural activities – although 
to be sure, Icelandic society was nevertheless socially stratified. Hence, 
the Icelandic “bottom-up” perspective cannot be applied to Scandinavian 
conditions unreservedly, and interpretations of patron-client relationships 
in the rest of Scandinavia will therefore remain more hypothetical than 
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in the Icelandic case. Yet narrative sources (kings’ sagas and the Gesta 
Danorum), the laws, and a combination of archaeological and cameral 
sources contain glimpses of information on local patron-client relation-
ships, and these images can be cautiously compared with the Icelandic 
material. Thus, in order to investigate the patron-client bond locally, we 
need to adopt a broad Nordic outlook, working with a variety of sources 
from different regions. This interweaving of material should take the 
Icelandic sources as a point of departure, which of course emphasizes 
the urgency of the issue of transferability. Bringing these various strands 
together can help us draw a picture in which at least some details can be 
discerned.

A Multifunctional Relationship

The obligations of patron-client relationships are both specific and dif-
fuse.17 They are all-encompassing in that they are non-specific, and this 
makes for very flexible relationships which are subject to differing inter-
pretations. In line with this, in spite of friendship being associated with 
strong obligations in Old Norse society, such obligations were hardly 
ever specified. Even when it came to swearing oaths of allegiance, the 
level of specificity seldom went beyond demanding “loyalty” or that the 
oathtaker should not be friends with the patron’s enemies. Hence, there 
is a contrast between the absolutely binding character of the relationship 
in principle, and the very loose content of its obligations when it came to 
actually interpreting them.18

A concomitant feature of the “loose” obligations inherent in patron-
client bonds is that they were applied in a variety of settings, where 
different spheres of influence such as economics, politics, and religion 
were hardly separated. Working from archaeological evidence, a series 
of chieftain sites, often termed “central places,” has been identified 
in Scandinavia. These are characterized by a multitude of functions –  
economic (agricultural production, markets), socio-political (assemblies, 
distribution of objects, cup marks), and cultic (burials, cultic activities) – 
concentrated within a restricted area. In places like Tissø and Lejre (in 
Denmark) and Borg (in Norway), large houses bear witness to chieftains’ 
power.19 Archaeologists have discovered a pattern in the concentrations 
of finds along the Norwegian coastline, which indicates a quite regular 
geographical dispersal of chieftain sites.20

There is every reason to believe that the economic, political, and reli-
gious aspects of chieftains’ power were inextricably entwined. Archae-
ologist Frode Iversen has demonstrated that chieftain sites in western 
Norway usually had a big farm at their core, a surrounding circle of 
nameless farms – probably thrall farms – and an outer circle with named 
tenants’ and freeholders’ farms. This geographical pattern reflects the 
chieftains’ dominance at a local level, and indicates that they governed 
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the nearby farmers through all-encompassing patron-client relationships, 
where economic control over agricultural production went hand-in-hand 
with socio-political and religious dominance.21 Their control varied from 
being almost total (thralls in the inner circle) to intermediate (tenants in 
the outer circle), and limited (freeholders), with substantial fluidity and 
variability between the different categories. Only later, probably during 
the twelfth century, did this diffuse and extensive dominance of chieftains 
yield to a more strictly economically based hegemony, manifested in the 
tenants’ payment of land rent (landskyld), tithes, and taxes.22

Iceland provides the best example of this type of patron-client relation-
ship. Jón Viðar Sigurðsson has argued that kinship bonds were much 
weaker than bonds based on friendship.23 However, sometimes it can be 
difficult to separate the two, because friendship could incorporate fictive 
kinship-relations such as godparenthood and fosterage, which resem-
ble what we would call patron-client relationships.24 An important type 
of patron-client relationship is concubinage. Auður Magnúsdóttir has 
shown that concubinage was widely used by Icelandic chieftains in order 
to establish client relationships with families of lower status.25

Patronage also applies to the religious dimension both before the 
advent of Christianity and during the phase of private church-ownership 
(Eigenkirchenwesen), which characterized Church organization in Scan-
dinavia until the twelfth century, and in Iceland until the late thirteenth 
century.26 Even if the ecclesiastical organization was based on a formal-
ized hierarchy, both bishops and monasteries were enmeshed in vertical 
secular relationships on local and regional levels. Nordic bishops were 
initially mainly recruited among foreigners, but during the twelfth century 
they usually descended from powerful aristocratic families and should 
therefore be considered as political players who drew on much the same 
resources as their lay counterparts. Indeed, some of the most prominent 
political actors in top-level politics from the mid-twelfth century on were 
bishops, such as archbishops Eskil and Absalon in Denmark, and Arch-
bishop Oystein and Bishop Nikolas Arnesson in Norway.27

On the level below, the foundation of family monasteries, in particular 
in Denmark, offers a glimpse into how local patron-client relationships 
worked. Monks were dependent on military and juridical protection 
from local and regional lords; in some cases these patrons were also their 
local benefactors, who supplied them with material resources. Disputes 
between monasteries and local lords were common, and in these con-
flicts abbots often turned to patrons within the ecclesiastical hierarchy 
for aid, and sometimes to secular elites or royal families.28 Donors to the 
Church established themselves in the role of patrons in specific exchanges 
which created relationships that often lasted for generations.29 A sub-
servient language imbued with the ideals of patron-client relationships 
was refined in the correspondence between dignitaries belonging to the 
episcopal Church and the monastic organizations.30 However, we should 
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always be aware of the difference between polite appeals and how the 
relations actually worked in practice, as stated by Sharon Kettering: “We 
must recognize that the language of patronage does not always provide 
reliable evidence of actual behavior, and that patrons and clients some-
times wrote one thing and did another.”31 Here it is important to bear in 
mind that the Nordic sources were predominantly written by men who 
were members of the top layers of society, and consequently it is their 
depictions of vertical relations – in which they were often patrons – that 
have been preserved for posterity.32

The Strength and Stability of Patron-Client Relationships

In Old Norse society, the term used in referring to both horizontal 
and vertical relationships was “friendship” (vinátta). If both horizon-
tal and vertical relationships were described using the same term, what 
is the point in separating them analytically? One crucial reason is that 
even if the division between these relationships is not always clear-cut, 
they entailed very different obligations. According to Jón Viðar Sig-
urðsson, vertical friendship was by far the most important and solid 
social bond in Free State Iceland, more important than both kinship 
and horizontal friendship. Contrary to kinship, friendship delineated a 
bond which had to be actively formed and maintained. In effect, kin-
ship often needed the additional confirmation of friendship in order 
to be able to function effectively as a social bond in concrete politi-
cal situations. Vertical friendships were hedged by strong obligations, 
and it was risky to sever such a bond, because to do so would signal 
untrustworthiness. Horizontal friendships, in Jón Viðar Sigurðsson’s 
opinion, were far easier to break, because the norms upholding them 
were much weaker.33

Were patron-client relationships as dominant in other Nordic areas as 
in Free State Iceland? We have no comparable sources concerning this 
type of relationship, but narrative and legal sources indicate that matters 
were not altogether different in Norway and Denmark. The kings’ sagas 
dealing with Norway sometimes offer glimpses into the workings of local 
communities, where the dominant role of local chieftains emerges quite 
clearly.34 Heimskringla (c. 1230) and Morkinskinna (c. 1220), the two 
most voluminous and elaborate sagas on these issues, were written by 
Icelanders, and one can therefore ask whether their authors projected 
onto Norway conditions which they were familiar with in Iceland. Nev-
ertheless, these similarities in the depiction of patron-client relationships 
at a local level should be accorded some historical value, since this was 
not an ideologically charged theme which the sagas needed to embellish, 
and since conditions in Norway were not very dissimilar from Icelandic 
ones, at least not before the late twelfth century.35 The Older Gulathing 
Law – the law for the western part of Norway before 1267 – opened by 
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stating that “may he [the king] be our friend and we his friends, and may 
God be a friend to us all.”36

Nordic medieval laws (though not Danish ones) attest to a hierarchi-
cal society at a local level, partly in the fines differentiated according 
to social status and partly in the detailed paragraphs on how the elite 
should handle the lower classes – thralls and, increasingly, tenants.37 
Finally, patronage is documented in Danish and Norwegian charters 
from the fourteenth century onwards, which depict local conditions in 
more detail.38

To what degree can we talk about patron-client relationships at the top 
level of society as a counterpart to the hierarchy of chivalry emerging in 
Europe in the High Middle Ages? Here we are certainly dealing with sub-
ordination in an honorable sense, but we also repeatedly encounter the 
blurred boundaries between horizontal and vertical bonds. The power 
balance between network members constantly shifted, so that the way 
horizontal and vertical bonds were interpreted was in permanent flux.

Different forms of debts of honor played a central role in these trans-
formations. For instance, generous gifts and feasts could cause create an 
imbalance between former horizontal allies.39 Scandinavian kings (and 
bishops) delegated power over royal lands in order to establish vertical 
bonds, and such landholdings were considered generous gifts.40 Within 
royal and aristocratic families, patronage was often used to subdue or 
neutralize juvenile cognates in order to avoid future challenges.41 Patron-
age was also intimately connected to various forms of fictive kinship 
relations, such as fosterage and godparenthood. In these latter cases the 
inferior parties should not be seen as “clients” in the real sense of the 
word, but rather as individuals who held positions associated with cer-
tain honor-based obligations linked to protection, kinship, and collective 
solidarity.

The Tension Between Honorable and  
Dishonorable Service

A distinction which is almost as important as the one between vertical 
and horizontal relationships is the one between honorable and dishonor-
able service. As mentioned, both the participants in vertical friendships 
were normally termed “friend” (ON vinr).

However, there was another term reserved for the inferior party in such 
a relationship, namely “servant” (ON þjónustumadr or þjónn). This had 
a negative connotation in Old Norse, derived from its association with 
unfree servants.42 Thus there were two idioms for characterizing clients: 
one honorable (friend) and one dishonorable (servant). One relationship 
was not necessarily any more “equal” than the other; the decisive differ-
ence was that in the first case the interaction between patrons and clients 
was cloaked in a language centered on equality and reciprocity, whereas 
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the latter case acknowledged and even reinforced the inequality in the 
relationship.

From the twelfth century onwards, the Church tried to elevate the 
concept of service and free it from its humble (and humbling) origins: 
theoretically, by making humility a precondition for salvation, and practi-
cally, by hammering the message that service was honorable (for instance 
in the papal epithet servus servorum Dei – the servant of the servants 
of God). Soon these ideas were adopted by kings eager to promote the 
idea that subordination within the royal bureaucracy/retinue was equally 
elevated.43 This process of a gradual disentanglement of certain modes of 
subordination from their pejorative roots can also be followed in other 
parts of Europe, where terms like vassus/vassallus and miles rose from 
their humble origins to acquire honorific meanings in the course of the 
High Middle Ages. Eventually these terms and their association with ser-
vice came to define the elites, and were enmeshed in rituals intended to 
underline the honor of servitude, most succinctly expressed in the ideal 
of courtliness. The result was that vertical relations were split into honor-
able military vassalage on the one hand, and dishonorable manual labor 
on the other.44

On a local level Scandinavian kings used individuals with titles such as 
ármenn, bryti/bryther, provisores as their representatives. These were men 
of inferior or even unfree status who were often held in low esteem. The 
advantage of involving such men in royal service was that they were more 
loyal than “friends” in patron-client relationships, in which – though 
they could accommodate much inequality – both parties were regarded 
as honorable and considered to be on an equal footing. The problem was 
that their inferior status made them vulnerable as royal agents. Here, 
the elevation of service in the Church context was pivotal in enhancing 
their status. An alternative strategy of Scandinavian kings was to employ 
local elites as their representatives, with titles such as stabularius, villicus, 
lendr maðr, and sýslumaðr. Here the main problem was that the loyalty 
of such “officials” was variable at best; these men, being powerful in 
their own right, had less interest in serving kings unconditionally.45 One 
could argue that in this relationship the transition between the horizontal 
and the vertical was blurred and changeable.

The predominant interpretation in older Nordic research was that the 
power in medieval Scandinavia emanated from the royal organization, 
and that kings introduced bureaucratic forms of government based on 
the delegation of duties to public officials.46 However, in twelfth-century 
Scandinavia these “office-holders” could not be called officials in the true 
(modern) sense of the word, since it is not possible to connect their titles to 
specific functions, rights, or obligations, and the titles were not constant. 
Hence, a person addressed as stabularius in one charter could be men-
tioned as villicus in another. The implication here is that these titles should 
not be interpreted as fixed offices, since the men who held them filled 
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diverse roles with multifaceted functions linked to, for instance, military, 
advisory, or administrative domains. Moreover, within the upper layers 
of society it is also difficult to separate office-holders’ duties as servants 
of the royal household from their executorial functions. Office-holders 
such as skenkjari/pincerna regis (the king’s cup-bearer) and camerarius 
(chamberlain) performed ministerial duties, but they were also linked to 
honorable service performed in the public arena of the royal hall or the 
king’s chamber (camera).47 Whereas many titles give the impression of a 
strictly vertical relationship of service (þjónusta/servitium), in practice 
they were often honorary posts linked to the transaction of favors sym-
bolically performed at court and masked in the language of deference.48 
This indistinct separation between horizontal and vertical bonds, and 
between public and private functions, is in sharp contrast to the bureau-
cratic conditions within the Church organization, where the hierarchy 
was based on fixed offices with specified duties, meaning that clerical 
service was more or less unconditional.

Why were the divisions between horizontal and vertical bonds, between 
honorable and degrading service, and between public and private duties, 
so blurred in the case of the monarchy? From the king’s perspective, the 
crucial issue was to integrate powerful local elites into the royal sphere, 
with the expectation that in exchange for their prominent titles the recipi-
ents would remain loyal to their lord. A prerequisite for being endowed 
with honorable titles was membership in an illustrious social network. 
Much like the king, these office-holders led itinerant lives, and in their 
capacity as counselors they had an active role in ruling the realm. Thus, 
their positions were only partly a result of delegated royal authority rep-
resented by a public office, since by virtue of their own material resources, 
together with their noble heritage and powerful networks, they were 
able to demand a high status among the political elites. This implies that 
government in high medieval Scandinavia had a collective character.49 
The king was primus inter pares, and his position was underpinned by a 
group of wealthy magnates whose landed properties were often symboli-
cally transformed into royal fiefs in order to lubricate and manifest the 
reciprocal exchange according to the quid pro quo principle founded on 
power sharing.

Here it is also important to note that magnates, once integrated into 
the royal circle, could maintain their high positions when a new king 
ascended the throne. By acting as seniores with intimate bonds to the 
previous king, they could exert a great deal of political influence on the 
(often) young successor. It was also common for Scandinavian kings to 
entrust the upbringing of their intended heirs to loyal magnates.50 Such 
fosterage can be interpreted as a double-edged type of patron-client 
relationship. The foster father had a strong obligation to support and 
protect the royal protégé. Simultaneously he acted as a patron for the 
king, and this role would usually continue even after the shift in power, 
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although it took on a consultative function. The words of these seniores 
carried weight in both private rooms and public arenas.51 Royal deputies 
can therefore not simply be interpreted as subordinate public officials 
used as tools in the royal administration, since they were in fact indis-
pensable parts of a collective rule wherein royal and aristocratic lord-
ship were closely intertwined. Sources mentioning persons as “being the 
king’s men” thus cover a wide range of positions stretching from unfree 
“henchmen” (kotkarl, þjónn) whose subordination was strictly vertical, 
to members of the top layers of society (“the king’s best men”), whose 
subservience was symbolic and linked to a high degree of reciprocity.

Formalization and Stratification

Formalization is a key concept in the development of this period.52 It 
refers in part to society’s tendency to become progressively more “com-
partmentalized” during the High Middle Ages; domains that previously 
had been closely intertwined with each other now attained a certain 
autonomy. We can see this process in a number of fields. The Church 
gained an independence from royal power which marked a new age 
of professional bureaucracy and created a sphere of learned culture 
(see more in volume III). In the economy, the gift-exchange that was 
deeply enmeshed in social relations gave way (in part) to market trade, 
in which transactions were undertaken without reference to the social 
relations involved. Evidence of this compartmentalization can also be 
found in agriculture, where all-inclusive patronage over tenants devel-
oped into a more purely economic relationship (saklig-økonomiske 
forhold).53

The process of formalization can also be related to the introduction 
and spread of writing, which gradually came to transform vague and 
all-encompassing obligations into far more precise and circumscribed 
duties.54 The Church was a forerunner in the use of writing in admin-
istration, and its members also staffed the royal bureaucracy. The most 
visible expression of the latter trend is the royal chapels, which were 
liberated from episcopal control and placed directly under the author-
ity of the kings, who drew on chapel clerics in their recruitment of loyal 
administrators.55 In the royal administration, the Norwegian Law of the 
Retinue (Hirðskrá) from 1277 represents a watershed in that obligations 
towards the king were specified in oaths that members of each status 
group were to swear upon entering the retinue.56 There is no doubt that 
the introduction of writing and the state development were conducive to 
the establishment of a more formalized culture, which turned previously 
poorly defined patron-client relationships into more precise and legally 
defined bonds. Nevertheless, this process was still underway, and there 
is no reason to suppose that the informal and “oral” character of social 
bonds vanished in a single stroke.
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Stratification is closely related to formalization, in that these processes 
both reflected and drove the state formation in this period. Stratification 
occurred on several levels. On the ideological level, an important step 
towards a more hierarchical society was an increase in the prestige of 
clients in vertical relationships. We saw that in Old Norse society such 
inequalities were usually camouflaged as reciprocal “friendships,” unless 
they involved people who were unfree or of low status, who could act as 
“servants.” The Church initiated this new development by insisting that 
service should not be considered degrading, but as honorable, and even 
as a precondition for salvation. This message was communicated in all 
sorts of fora: to the common people (masses, prayers, homily books), to 
kings in royal ideology (The King’s Mirror), and as a model for earthly 
society (Church laws, papal letters).57

Kings were quick to realize the advantages inherent in this ideology, 
even if it also contained the danger of making them subordinate to the 
Church. In The King’s Mirror from c. 1250, service was upheld as the 
foundation of society, and for a retainer it constituted a core value. Not 
only should he be willing to serve the king, he also had to go a long way 
in learning the right modes of expressing his servitude, epitomized in the 
quality of hæverska (courtliness).58 A similar ideology was expressed in 
the numerous chivalric sagas that were translated into Old Norse from 
1226 onwards. Here the exclusivity of the elites, shorthand for the men 
frequenting the royal court, was emphasized.59 In Iceland, a related phe-
nomenon is visible in the fornaldarsögur, sagas about the mythical past 
involving a martial class of warriors who had little but contempt for ordi-
nary farmers (in contrast to the far more “egalitarian” and non-martial 
ethos of the Icelandic family sagas), and who defined themselves as part 
of a Nordic and even European elite culture.60

On a practical level, it goes without saying that the image of soci-
ety presented in the literary sources did not reflect actual conditions in 
twelfth-century Scandinavia. Nevertheless, the literary development can 
also be viewed as an expression of real historical changes. From the latter 
part of the twelfth century, the humble ármenn in Norway were replaced 
by sýslumenn as local royal bailiffs. Sýslumenn were drawn from the 
same social elites that lendir menn had been recruited from, but they 
performed more or less the same functions as ármenn (military, legal, 
and fiscal tasks). The rising status of monarchy went hand in hand with 
increased revenues (the late twelfth century also saw the introduction of 
regular taxes by both kings and prelates). A similar development is dis-
cernible in Denmark, where the title of bryti was replaced by fogd, which 
carried none of the degrading connotations of the former title.61

An important backdrop for the increasing stratification of the patron-
client bond and the concomitant strengthening of monarchy must be 
sought in the Nordic political dynamic of the period. In areas and peri-
ods where power was distributed amongst several lords of roughly equal 
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status and military strength, vertical bonds tended to be marked by vol-
untariness and reciprocity. Such a situation existed in Free State Iceland 
up to c. 1220, and one could argue that it also characterized the situa-
tion in Scandinavia for more than a century following the death of King 
Knud the Great in 1035, a period in which no Scandinavian king was 
able to obtain definite supremacy in the region. This meant that rival 
factions kept one another in check, and that there existed “exit options” 
for those who fell out with certain kings or elite factions (see Rønning’s 
chapter in this volume). Interaction between pretenders and elites across 
the Scandinavian borders was at times very intense. In short, this type of 
situation can be described as a “buyer’s market,” since the opportuni-
ties for “shopping” loyalty were considerable.62 However, it should be 
emphasized that hostilities between different groups were fairly limited, 
mostly operating within the confines of the feud.63

In regions dominated by one king or where conflicts between rival 
lords escalated towards plunder and war, the strain of coercion and con-
straint became stronger. A Scandinavian king who wanted to control 
large territories normally founded his power on a patchwork of small 
lordships. In turn, these local lords had clients depending on them for 
protection. Yet prolonged conflicts could lead to the strain and imbal-
ance, maybe even the disintegration, of local patron-client systems, due 
to the fact that many local power holders had their material resources 
confiscated as spoils of war or feuds. The concept of a “protection 
racket” has been developed in order to account for patrons who create 
conditions in which the need for protection is steadily growing, mean-
ing that the demand for their services grows accordingly, and what the 
client has to offer is devalued.64 During the so-called civil wars in Den-
mark in 1131–57, in Norway and Sweden c. 1160–1240, and in Iceland  
c. 1220–64, local farmers were more or less forced to accept the “friend-
ship” of the lord who was currently the most powerful in the area. Rav-
aging properties owned by farmers, or in some cases monasteries, was 
a widely used tactic on the European continent, and at times it was 
frequent in the Nordic countries as well. When local power was under-
mined and the atmosphere of mistrust intensified, patrons strengthened 
their hold on clients, since the urgency for protection was acute. Clients 
were more or less forced to do service that was more unilateral than they 
were used to as part of their more reciprocal friendship duties. Another 
factor diminishing the importance of “traditional” patron-client rela-
tionships was the Scandinavian kings’ increasing use of “entrusted men” 
(trúnaðarmenn) bound to them through oaths of allegiance from the end 
of the twelfth century onwards. These relationships were also a type of 
patron-client bond, even if these clients were not usually seeking protec-
tion, but rather rewards in the form of money or personal property.65 
However, these relationships were more unilateral than earlier friend-
ship bonds.
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Hence, the increased formalization and stratification of patron-client 
relationships in the Nordic region during the High Middle Ages probably 
drove and reflected a centralization of authority which had both a “cul-
tural” (read Christian) and “military” (coercive) aspect. In the long run, 
it weakened the “traditional” diffuse but all-encompassing patron-client 
relationships at the local level – although they did not perish.
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4 Friends and Allies
Networks of Horizontal Bonds

Lars Hermanson and Hans Jacob Orning

Characteristics, Previous Research, and Sources

The concept of a horizontal bond is here defined as a symmetrical rela-
tionship based on voluntariness and consensus. It is established between 
individuals or groups of individuals with common interests. Horizontal 
bonds are primarily formed between parties of equal status. The recipro-
cal exchange of favors serves the purpose of creating trust, predictabil-
ity, loyalty, and confidence. Horizontal relationships are constituted of 
bonds such as kinship, fictive kinship, friendship, and various forms of 
companionship. Anthropologists have made a distinction between rela-
tionships based on friendship vis-à-vis relations founded on kinship by 
emphasizing the dichotomy between “achievement/voluntarism versus 
ascription/constraint.”1 Political goal-oriented concepts like alliances, 
pacts, or action-sets could also be classified as horizontal bonds. Thus, 
these liaisons serve both long-term and short-term interests, implying 
that the durability and stability of horizontal bonds varies depending on 
their purpose and context. Though personal and based on a face-to-face 
relationship, the horizontal bond forms a significant constituent part of 
extensive socio-political systems, which scholars during the latest decades 
have sometimes preferred to designate as “networks.” In this chapter, the 
terms “network” and “horizontal” bond will be used interchangeably.

A network is an analytical concept that has attracted much attention 
following the publication of the article “Neither Market nor Hierarchy: 
Network Forms of Organization” by Walter W. Powell in 1991.2 Powell 
argues that networks can be defined as a system opposed to markets 
(by building on trust), and hierarchies (by being non-hierarchical). The 
advantage of basing social relationships on networks is that it ensures a 
more flexible and dynamic function, since they are founded on mutual 
trust and knowledge, and operate with implicit rather than explicitly 
defined legal rules, which create patterns of interaction between groups 
and individuals. The idea of the crucial importance of trust and predict-
ability is inspired by Niklas Luhmann’s research, and Powell uses Marcel 
Mauss’s gift-theory to explain how the exchange within social networks 
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functions.3 However, networks also have their disadvantages, namely 
that it requires a continual effort to maintain these bonds, and they can 
easily develop into more coercive and hierarchical relationships.

Network analysis focuses on individuals and their political strategies 
and has often been proposed as an alternative to structuralist approaches 
in anthropology and sociology. One of the most ardent proponents of 
networks as a countermeasure to structuralist fallacies was the anthro-
pologist Jeremy Boissevain, who maintained that strategy and transac-
tions, not the quest for integrative and coercive mechanisms in society, 
should form the core of social analysis.4 A useful concept here is Pierre 
Bourdieu’s concept of field, which can be defined as a system of rela-
tions involving people competing for values and assets they consider to 
be vital.5 These approaches focus on patterns rather than on structures. 
Scholars dealing with network analysis have used Bourdieu’s categoriza-
tion of different capital formations, i.e., economic capital, social capital, 
cultural capital, and symbolic capital, in order to explain the exchanges 
within a network. They interpret the network as a forum for interaction 
with the purpose of shaping, reproducing, and converting capital forma-
tions in accordance with the network’s internal criteria.6

Powell’s followers have defined social networks as relationships that 
are enduring, voluntary, informal, and non-hierarchical.7 However, this 
definition does not stand alone. Some scholars have criticized the sharp 
distinction made between networks and hierarchies, claiming that there 
is a certain degree of verticality within every network, even if it is not 
formalized or predetermined.8 Other scholars have criticized Powell’s 
network analysis for being elite-centered and solely based on qualitative 
methods. They assert that this approach has been too concerned with the 
problem of how networks are maintained and reproduced, and not with 
how they are originally formed.9 There are also many scholars who have 
chosen to advocate for quantitative methods instead in order to study 
wider social strata and thereby reach beyond the top layers of society.10

Powell’s network theory has been applied to modern social organiza-
tions in order to analyze how economic or political interchanges work in 
private channels of power, i.e., through informal relationships. In medi-
eval society, however, horizontal bonds were usually not informal in the 
sense of being private – often quite the opposite. For instance, it was 
common for pacts of friendship to be sealed in solemn public rituals, 
and political alliances were confirmed through ceremonial oaths taken 
in front of large audiences. Thus, we must bear in mind that Powell’s 
network theory is most relevant in societies where it is possible to draw a 
dividing line between the public and the private sphere, something which 
is not always easy to do when it comes to medieval society.

The advantage of a network approach is that it offers an alternative 
to studying medieval politics in terms of state formation and the devel-
opment of formal institutions. As such, it implies that broader strata of 
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society beyond kings/states and their officials are included in the analysis 
of socio-political power. The sociologist Michael Mann has analyzed the 
long-term development of Western societies from the Middle Ages until 
today by studying different types of networks: economic (production), 
military, political, and ideological (mainly the Church).11 By analyzing 
politics as the intersection of different types of networks, this approach 
avoids a state bias and the problematic notion of sovereignty, and allows 
for sudden historical changes to be addressed while maintaining the focus 
on a long-term process. Inspired by Mann’s analysis, the medieval histo-
rian Arnoud-Jan Bijsterveld has proposed that what is missing is a social 
network.12 This omission is precisely what this project seeks to address.

Studying medieval politics as the actions of elite networks has been 
advocated by Gerd Althoff.13 Here the focus on networks serves to high-
light the issue of trust and the significance of implicit norms, what Althoff 
calls Spielregeln (“rules of the game”) in medieval politics.14 These are 
necessary ingredients for creating an atmosphere of mutual confidence 
among equal parties at the top level of society, which is a precondition 
for solving delicate political controversies in a way that allows all par-
ties to save face and avoid dishonor. Althoff can to some extent be seen 
as a part of a German tradition called Gruppenforschung founded by 
scholars such as Gerd Tellenbach and Karl Schmid.15 In this context one 
should also mention British scholars such as Susan Reynolds, who has 
interpreted medieval society as constituted of a myriad of “communities” 
based on horizontal bonds.16 Reynolds’s approach covers a wide social 
spectrum and offers an explanation of how the interaction between hori-
zontal and vertical structures worked.

The concept of networks has received very little attention in Nordic 
medieval research, apart from a few notable exceptions: In Kinship, 
Friends, and Power: A Study of the Elite’s Political Culture in Twelfth-
Century Denmark, Lars Hermanson focused on elite groups in his analy-
sis of twelfth-century Danish politics.17 Moreover, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 
has studied politics in Free State Iceland and high medieval Norway 
through the lens of friendship, which includes both horizontal and ver-
tical relationships, of which he considers the latter to be the strongest 
and most important social bond.18 And although network relations have 
often been contrasted with kinship, by highlighting the bilateral charac-
ter of Nordic kinship, Lars Ivar Hansen has shown how strategic mar-
riages could be used to create horizontal alliances.19

Compared to the case of patron-client relationships, the sources for 
studying Nordic networks are somewhat better, because networks oper-
ate more clearly on the top level of society.20 This means that not only 
Icelandic sources are relevant for this topic, but also kings’ sagas and 
chronicles which go into some detail about politics, such as Saxo Gram-
maticus’s Gesta Danorum (c. 1208–16), Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla 
(c. 1230), the anonymous Morkinskinna (c. 1220), and the contemporary 
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kings’ sagas Sverris saga (c. 1185–1200) and Hákonar saga Hákonarso-
nar (c. 1265).

A Multifunctional Relationship

In medieval Nordic societies, alliances were crucial. The Eddic poem 
Hávamál emphasized the importance of horizontal friendship. Forming 
a bond of friendship was as important as it was complicated, since it 
implied the creation of trust between parties that had no prior obligations 
towards one another.21 As soon as a relationship had been established, 
complete trust and confidence were required and expected – although 
breaches of horizontal friendship bonds were far more common than 
Hávamál suggests. The establishment of horizontal bonds can be con-
sidered an alternative strategy to forming vertical bonds, since the focus 
was on equality and not hierarchy. However, both strategies served the 
same purpose – to protect and strengthen the position of those involved – 
and they also drew on the same vocabulary of friendship. Moreover, in 
practice the two bonds are often difficult to separate from one another, a 
theme we shall return to.

Horizontal bonds could fulfill many functions that we would normally 
consider to be separate fields. Economically, gift exchange was a prime 
mover of wealth in a society basically oriented towards self-sufficiency. 
The giving of gifts signaled reciprocity and equality, but it could also 
create a vertical relationship if the recipient did not reciprocate in kind. 
However, such a shift was undertaken with great caution, as it required 
the recipient to acknowledge his inferiority by transforming his debt into 
loyalty and service.22 Network relations were also activated in primitive 
market trade. The earliest form of Nordic trade organization was the 
so-called félag, an enterprise in which equal parties shared both risk and 
profit.23 Guilds played on the same sense of reciprocity, and fulfilled a 
number of functions in addition to their economic one, which included 
protecting their members, organizing feasts and religious rituals, and 
commemorating their deceased brothers.24

The notion of networks also transcended the earthly zone. Before 
Christianization, people’s relationship to the gods was a bond of friend-
ship, which was based on trust and its concrete manifestation in gifts 
and counter-gifts. Christianity reshaped the gift–counter-gift relationship 
with the divine powers, although vital aspects of reciprocity continued on 
in the new religion, particularly in the cult of saints.25 Reciprocal agree-
ments to pray for each other’s souls were made not only between clerical 
communities, but also between, for instance, monastic brotherhoods and 
secular groups. This type of gift exchange served spiritual as well as prag-
matic purposes, since a monastery’s survival depended on its network. 
Material wealth was secured through alliances with patrons belonging 
to the local or regional elites who donated land and vowed to protect 
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the monks or nuns in return for prayers and the promise of salvation.26 
In conflicts, monastic brother- or sisterhoods could utilize networks on 
the macro-level by seeking support from kings, bishops, or the Roman 
curia. Thus, these networks were both vertical and horizontal, and their 
spiritual, economic, and socio-political aspects overlapped.

Networks were variable in their outreach. For analytical purposes, it is 
possible to distinguish among elite networks operating on three different 
regional levels: local, “national” (inside the confines of the kingdom), and 
international. As a rule, members of the elite were leaders of localities or 
regions, where they collected material resources, were engaged as patrons 
(see previous chapter), and formed networks with other magnates. These 
were the persons whom the king or prince would have to placate in order 
to secure support beyond his own small demesne of direct control. He did 
this by granting them favors and promising them assistance and friend-
ship in exchange for their support.

Elites engaged in networks on a “national” level within the king-
dom. The retinue was decisive in creating networks on this level. In 
Norway, the Law of the Retinue (Hirðskrá) was written down in 1277, 
with oral precedents dating back to at least the time of King Sverre 
(r. 1179/84–1202).27 Formally, membership within the monarchical 
organization granted access to a network which was defined through 
both a vertical relationship to the king and a horizontal community of 
the king’s men who were subject to a common set of rules and norms. 
In royal ideology, as formulated in the Norwegian King’s Mirror 
(Konungs skuggsiá) from c. 1250, the courtly culture nurtured a crude 
form of nationalism that was firmly tied to the royal retinue, with a 
negative attitude towards unattached magnates.28 Yet in practice the 
crisscrossing obligations of bonds to the king and to fellow elites could 
be extremely complicated, as attested in the Sturlung Age in Iceland 
(c. 1220–64).

However, the “national” character of networks can easily be exagger-
ated, as elite networks tended to extend beyond national barriers. The 
obvious example of an international elite culture is of course the clerical 
culture, but it was also represented among the secular elites, in particular 
after the introduction of the concept of chivalry to the North. Although 
it was cultivated in close connection to the royal courts, this culture 
propagated a truly European elite ideal.29 Another example is the wide-
spread inter-Nordic marriages, which undermine any attempt to draw 
a firm internal/external divide during the so-called civil wars in Scandi-
navia.30 Not only marriage alliances, but also political pacts and more 
general networks transcended these national borders. These intersect-
ing elite networks made northern Europe into a tightly integrated area, 
where conflicts seem to “travel” between different regions in the period  
c. 1130–1260, often producing a pattern of strong realms with weak neigh-
bors (with internal strife) whose roles were periodically reversed.31 Elite 
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networks beyond the borders of a kingdom were successfully activated in 
situations where sudden defeats were combined with mighty neighbors.

The Strength and Stability of Horizontal Bonds

How strong and stable were horizontal bonds in Nordic medieval socie-
ties? The establishment, maintenance, and dissolution of networks con-
stituted the core of high medieval politics, both in Scandinavia and on 
the European continent. It should be emphasized that elite networks are 
of primary interest, not only because sources rarely allow us to venture 
beyond this level of medieval society, but also – and mainly – because a 
distinguishing mark of the upper classes is that they had the opportunity 
to engage in the formation and cultivation of horizontal relationships, 
which were formed (relatively) voluntarily.

The construction of horizontal bonds was based on long-term stra-
tegic planning; they took multiple possible outcomes into considera-
tion and sometimes stretched over generations. These liaisons were 
often aimed at avoiding violent conflicts. Thus, networks functioned as 
“socio-political assurances,” since their members could rely on support 
and protection in the event of a conflict breaking out. Networks con-
tributed to predictability, making it possible to estimate one’s own and 
one’s opponent’s resources, and to anticipate the actions of an enemy. 
Members of extensive networks had the advantage of choosing from 
among several allies – the choice of partner varying with the context of 
each situation.32

This implies that social networks were always ego-centered. Each indi-
vidual had their own unique network which provided them with a variety 
of options. Overlapping bonds occasionally gave rise to conflicts of loy-
alty where temporary factions were framed within or between extensive 
networks. At other times, such overlapping could assist in reconciliation 
by putting a large number of people in an intermediate position favorable 
for seeking flexible compromises.33

There are some interesting divergences in the historiography as to how 
stable and enduring the networks at the top level of society in the Nordic 
area are assumed to be. Lars Hermanson’s previously mentioned study 
on the elites’ political culture in twelfth-century Denmark focused on 
collectives based on a mixture of kinship, marriage, friendship, and lord-
ship, and held together by common interests. Yet once these networks 
were established, Hermanson believes, the expectation to support one’s 
allies was strong. The groups were united and unified through rituals, 
such as gift-giving, oath-taking, feasting, and other ceremonies. In Chief-
tains and Power in the Icelandic Commonwealth, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 
draws attention to networks operating at the top level of Icelandic Free 
State society, but unlike Hermanson, he does not see them as particularly 
stable. He underlines the fragile character of such bonds, stating that 
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they could easily dissolve if the interests of the various parties began to 
diverge.34

How are we to interpret these different views on the stability of net-
work relationships? One answer may be found in regional variations. 
Icelandic networks may have been less stable than Danish ones, and their 
politics accordingly more “open” and less susceptible to binding norms 
tying members of a group together. It could be that in a society without 
a king, politics were less restricted by formal or institutionalized norms, 
leaving larger scope for individual choices and interests than under the 
established monarchy in Denmark.

Another explanation for the difference in stability and durability 
of horizontal bonds might be that the scholars direct their arguments 
against different historiographical traditions. Lars Hermanson opposes 
the view that Danish politics should be analyzed in terms of formal insti-
tutions emanating from the kingdom and the Church. Hence, he high-
lights the importance and durability of networks as a counterweight to 
formal institutions.35 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, on the other hand, argues 
against the view that Free State Iceland was a “kinship society” in which 
familial relationships determined political actions. His emphasis on the 
strength of vertical friendship (and the weakness of horizontal social 
bonds) serves to counter this view (cf. patron-client relationships).36

Yet another answer relates to the diversity of various types of sources 
from different countries. Iceland and Denmark have very different 
sources. The most important Icelandic source referring to the period, the 
saga compilation called Sturlunga saga, was probably written by secu-
lar writers, in contrast to the main Danish source, Saxo Grammaticus’s 
Gesta Danorum. The Icelandic material therefore contains fewer moral 
overtones than the Danish one. Icelandic sources also describe an earlier 
stage of society. For instance, in Heimskringla Snorri Sturluson wrote 
about Norwegian politics before the reign of King Sverre, whereas Saxo’s 
work is clearly influenced by the strength of the Danish Valdemarine 
kingship and the clerical milieu linked to his patron Archbishop Absa-
lon. These tendencies are of course not consistent, and may be not even 
relevant as an explanatory factor of the differences between Iceland and 
Denmark (Norway occupying a position towards the middle of these two 
extremes). However, the issue of source divergence cannot be ruled out 
as a factor contributing to the different images of elite networks in the 
North.

It is interesting to bring these various Nordic traditions together, since 
it can counter some of the biases that may arise when working within 
a single national tradition. These divergences underline the importance 
of differentiating between levels of analysis, as the fragility of individ-
ual networks should not divert attention from the fundamental issue 
that politics during the High Middle Ages, including the mobilization 
of armed forces, was totally dependent on social networks. While this 
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created significant rivalry, it also served to stabilize monarchy in that it 
functioned as an umbrella accommodating differing factions and balanc-
ing them against one another. The rivalry between competing kings and 
their networks could be controlled as long as there was enough overlap 
between these networks and no king acted too aggressively against his 
opponents.37

Moreover, Hermanson and Sigurðsson agree on the large scope of 
opportunities available to persons operating in a number of networks, 
since the party “in the middle” took on a very powerful position as a 
potential mediator. The widespread occurrence of crisscrossing networks 
explains the flexibility with which conflicts could be resolved in these 
societies: There was always a substantial group interested in working out 
a compromise.

However, these properties also attest to the vulnerability of networks. 
If a network’s key figure died, the network might collapse if the majority 
of the members had strong personal links to this key figure, but not to 
each other.38 This is what happened when Margret Fredkulla, the queen 
of Denmark, died in the end of the 1120s. Margret was the daughter of 
the Swedish king Inge the Elder, and her siblings and nieces were mar-
ried to Danish princes and princesses belonging to different branches of 
the royal family. It was probably thanks to this arrangement that King 
Niels (r. 1104–34) was able to rule Denmark for nearly thirty years. 
After Margret died a fierce feud erupted, which soon escalated into a 
civil war wherein different elite networks supported the various royal 
factions. The first phase of the internal conflicts ended with the death of 
King Niels and his son in 1134; the top governing layer of society had 
been removed and replaced by a new network of princes, bishops, and 
magnates led by King Erik Emune (“the Memorable,” r. 1134–1137).39 
A similar large-scale shift in networks occurred when King Sverre con-
quered his royal opponent Magnus Erlingsson in 1184, whereupon a new 
network of magnates rose to power, although they created continuity by 
marrying the widows of their slain enemies. However, such radical shifts 
in networks were probably quite uncommon.

The stability of elite networks in high medieval Scandinavia was 
extremely variable. Some networks, such as the Hvide clan in Den-
mark and the Bjälbo clan in Sweden, were quite stable for many dec-
ades, and members of these networks held the most prominent offices 
in their respective regions. Other networks, such as the powerful Danish 
Trund clan, rapidly fell apart when their key figure, here Archbishop 
Eskil (b. 1134–77), was politically outmaneuvered, giving his opponents 
free rein to weed out the remaining members of his network.40 A simi-
lar dynamic is discernible in thirteenth-century Iceland, where groups 
emanating from the kin-groups of the Sturlungar, Haukdælir, Ásbirn-
ingar, and Oddaverjar held prominent positions, even though alliances 
were often formed across kin-groups, and rivalries could follow along 
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intra-familial lines.41 In Norway, different factions competed for influ-
ence with juvenile kings during much of the twelfth century, in particular 
during the period 1130–60.42 Accordingly, extensive networks dependent 
on key figures could be very unstable, whereas other types of networks 
show more durability. Is this a matter of coincidence, different network 
patterns, regional/“national” differences, or of various historiographi-
cal positions? These questions will form an important backdrop for the 
analyses in the present book.

The Tension Between Horizontal and Vertical Bonds

Tension is an undeniable aspect within all horizontal and vertical bonds. 
The perfect “egalitarian” relationship is an ideal rather than a reality, and 
the significance of “debt,” which serves such an important role in holding 
patron-client relationships together, will always be present in networks, 
threatening to expose their inequality.43 For instance, feasts were the per-
fect occasions for defining and redefining relationships of debt through 
symbolic means and gestures.44

The growth of royal power and the introduction of institutional forms 
of government, both supported by the Church, inevitably sharpened the 
tensions between horizontal and vertical bonds. The Scandinavian civil 
wars led to an increased need for securing trust and loyalty. For kings 
and claimants to the throne, horizontal bonds were as indispensable as 
they were costly. Kings therefore strove to free themselves from horizontal 
obligations, or to weaken them by transforming them into vertical rela-
tionships, and to position themselves in the center of the distribution of 
gifts and honors.45 In order to achieve this, they used the same strategies 
as their counterparts elsewhere in Europe. One method was to transform 
the royal court into a more hierarchical organization by granting desir-
able offices to men of humble origins or foreigners with limited networks 
in order to create debts of gratitude.46 Similarly, kings tried to infiltrate 
horizontal groups based on economic cooperation, such as the guilds, 
by giving them royal patronage. Furthermore, kings built on the Church 
organization and its officials for a variety of reasons. First, entrusting 
important commissions to clerics provided the monarchy with personal 
scribes who were skilled in writing, a medium which was used to enhance 
the prestige of royalty. Second, the Church dogma of service and obedi-
ence could be utilized to increase the appeal of service in the royal retinue 
by depicting it as honorable and exclusive. Third, clerics were involved 
in building up the cult of royal saints that lent the reigning royal family 
a uniquely sacral charisma. Finally, by emphasizing the legal aspect of 
kingship, the juridical apparatus could be activated in order to condemn 
opponents as traitors to the royal majesty or the kingdom (lese-majesty).47

All these strategies posed a threat not only to the secular elites, but also 
to princes who belonged to other branches of the royal family. In sources 
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such as Saxo Grammaticus’s Gesta Danorum and Snorri Sturluson’s 
Heimskringla, tensions between the horizontal and vertical bonds within 
royal government are clearly visible. Both Saxo and Snorri believed that 
royal rule ought to be founded on consensus, implying that kings should 
rule in close cooperation with the elites. According to this view, kings 
who did not live up to the ideal of generosity were rightfully abandoned 
by their allies and condemned as greedy, self-serving tyrants. Saxo and 
Snorri also give a negative portrayal of kings who use lowborn men or 
foreigners at court or in the royal administrative organization. In their 
narratives, elite councilors live in constant fear of being replaced by 
members of other networks.48

The elites made use of multiple strategies in order to counteract the 
kings’ attempts to liberate themselves from obligations linked to hori-
zontal bonds. During the latter part of the twelfth century, elite networks 
were stabilized and consolidated through the monopolization of access 
to prominent offices and titles. In Sweden, the Bjälbo clan controlled 
important offices such as jarl (earl), bishop, and lagman (lawman) for 
several generations. While two Swedish royal families continuously 
struggled for the throne, the Bjälbo clan was more or less stable for 
nearly a century.49 In Denmark, the Hvide clan gained a virtual monopoly 
on the most important offices in the realm, making their network more 
formal and public and associating themselves with a specific status in 
the royal organization and the Church hierarchy. Some members of the 
Hvide clan were connected to the Valdemarine family through patron-
client relationships, such as fosterage and patronage.50 These kinds of 
relationships were also common in Norway, where powerful magnates 
backed and invented successors to the throne in order to strengthen their 
own networks by making the royal candidates totally dependent on their 
support.51 On a smaller scale, Scandinavian magnates used similar strate-
gies as the members of royal families to enhance their network’s repu-
tation and exclusivity, for instance by establishing family monasteries 
(Hausklöster), erecting imposing churches, or giving generous donations 
to the Church.52

The Church played an ambiguous role in the relationship between 
kings and magnates. On the one hand, as seen previously, kings used 
the Church’s personnel and its ideology to elevate the monarchy above 
elite networks. On the other hand, members of the secular elite almost 
exclusively filled the offices of bishops from the twelfth century onwards, 
and their double-edged loyalty gave them substantial opportunities 
for maneuvering. On an international level, they represented the papal 
Church. On the national level, they represented both their archbishopric 
and the Christian kingdom. On a local level, they acted as patrons for 
churches and monasteries. This meant that bishops did not solely rep-
resent the interests of the Church, but were also deeply concerned with 
maintaining their own networks. Thus, many bishops chose to work with 
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the reigning kings when cooperation could benefit their own network; 
but in situations where kings threatened their interests, bishops possessed 
the power to oppose them.53

In older research such conflicts were often placed within a classical 
regnum contra sacerdotium framework, but recent research suggests that 
bishops acted as heads of networks in a way not dissimilar to secular 
elites or kings. Clerical dynasties were often created through “practical” 
ties of kinship (such as those with siblings, nephews, and second cousins), 
supplemented by bonds of friendship. These networks also had strong 
vertical components, partly due to the bishops’ formal role as Church 
pastors, and partly to their more informal paternal role as “head of the 
clan.” Thus, kings and bishops were similar in that both had informal 
networks and a hierarchical organization (based on officials) at their dis-
posal. This meant that they shared a community of interests, but, equally, 
it could be a cause of conflict. For instance, in twelfth-century Denmark 
Bishop (later Archbishop) Absalon’s network was closely intertwined 
with the royal family, reinforced by the fact that King Valdemar was 
Absalon’s foster brother.54

Bishops can serve as an example of how problematic it is to distinguish 
between horizontal and vertical bonds, and between clerical and secu-
lar matters. In political matters, bishops seldom acted together as repre-
sentatives of the Church, and conflicts among bishops were not unusual. 
For example, disputes between abbots and bishops were often compli-
cated, and in some of these conflicts bishops were supported by the king, 
while abbots were backed up by bishops (or archbishops) reinforced by 
Rome.55

Formalization

In the previous chapter, changes in patron-client relationships were 
linked to the increased stratification of society (“compartmentalization”) 
and to the increased use of writing within the administration (“explicitly 
defined legal rules”). Both these processes were related to the centraliza-
tion of society in the High Middle Ages, and they had a similar impact 
on horizontal bonds, which tended to become more goal-oriented, as 
well as more specific in their scope and outreach. These two interrelated 
tendencies will be discussed in the following section, before we conclude 
with a discussion of the relationship between formalization and power 
in the Nordic area.

Generally, networks span the entire spectrum from informal, loose, 
and extensive connections to formalized, goal-oriented, and clearly 
defined relationships/pacts, but there was a tendency for the latter type 
to grow in importance during the period of study. More narrowly defined 
networks were often established with a particular objective and disin-
tegrated or actively dissolved as soon as their goals had been achieved. 
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They could create bonds of trust that were stronger and less likely to 
overlap than extensive networks. Such groups can be labeled as factions, 
defined as “political action groups characterized as non-corporate and 
leadership-oriented.”56 Factions were created as the result of a commu-
nity of interest, sometimes between partners who had no previous history 
of personal connections, and these alliances were more specifically goal-
oriented than extensive networks. Factions could be formed as aggressive 
pacts designed for attack or as non-aggressive settlements where the main 
purpose was to obtain recognition from another party. They were often 
sealed by the creation of social bonds, such as pacts of friendship or mar-
riage alliances. For instance, the Danish king Niels Svendsen established 
an aggressive pact with the Polish duke Boleslaw in opposition to their 
shared enemy, the Pomeranian prince Vartislaw. The pact was confirmed 
through a marriage between Boleslaw’s daughter Rikissa and Niels’s son 
Magnus.

Not all factions were public. Secret pacts involving a small number of 
sworn members are a recurring theme in both Nordic and west European 
sources. Secret pacts were often established in order to avoid accusa-
tions of disloyalty and thereby the risk of losing one’s honor.57 However, 
they operated on the margins of accepted behavior, since they evaded 
the principle of public declarations of intent that, for instance, separated 
openly committed homicide from secretly committed murder, and rob-
bery from theft.58 Accomplices in secret pacts could suffer severe conse-
quences, especially if the strategy failed, but the great asset of such pacts 
was that they could alter the political landscape substantially when they 
succeeded. The Legend of Knud Lavard (c. 1170) and Saxo Grammati-
cus’s Gesta Danorum reveal how a group of conspirators created a pact 
with the aim of murdering Duke Knud Lavard. The assassination suc-
ceeded, but the long-term result was the outbreak of an intense civil war 
in which the plotters lost their lives.59 In Norway, the Island Beard rebel-
lion of 1193–94 was initiated by some of King Sverre’s closest followers. 
Sverris saga recounts the king’s suspicion of their covert arrangements, 
but the rebels nevertheless succeeded in gathering a navy. When King 
Sverre defeated it, he showed no mercy to the rebel leaders, probably in 
retaliation for the secrecy surrounding the rebellion.60 The largest battle 
in Icelandic history, at Örlygsstaðir in 1238, was fueled by a clandestine 
alliance between the enemies of Sturla Sighvatsson. Their legitimation for 
attacking Sturla in secret was that he had forced them to swear oaths of 
allegiance to him, something that was clearly considered inappropriate to 
ask of one’s fellow chieftains.61

As we have observed, medieval society was not strictly divided into 
separate spheres, such as economics, politics, and religion. However, 
with the increasing differentiation/compartmentalization that took place 
during this period, networks were increasingly formed in order to serve 
more specific purposes. The main purpose of economic networks was to 
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provide their members with material resources – an issue that is mainly 
treated in volume I of this series. As towns and market economies devel-
oped in the Scandinavian countries, a more specific economic sphere 
evolved. Commercial treaties were made between kings and towns, and 
guilds were established with the explicit purpose of regulating produc-
tion and trade.62

However, even in these instances, economic functions did not provide 
the sole legitimation of such networks. For example, gift-giving, reli-
gious processions and rituals, as well as political issues, were all part of 
the guilds’ tasks and duties. These horizontal fraternities were based on 
both fictive kinship relations and bonds of friendship, and their mem-
bers were obliged to swear an oath in the name of the guild’s patron 
saint in which they vowed to follow the rules of the brotherhood. Like 
other associations, such as the Scandinavian retinues (hird; see later in 
the chapter), the guilds had their own laws (sometimes called “the laws 
of friendship”) which stipulated how members were to behave towards 
each other and towards non-members. These strict rules undoubtedly 
lent the guilds a level of stability that set them apart from other horizon-
tal groups.63

Religious networks also became progressively more specialized in the 
period. The international networks of the Church and the monastic estab-
lishment were to a large extent based on correspondence, for instance 
between (or within) monastic orders, or between Scandinavian dignitar-
ies and the Roman curia.64 These intellectual networks were grounded in 
a common culture, based on the spirit of a learned and exclusive com-
munity. Latin was considered a sacred language, and a complete mastery 
of this tongue was a prerequisite for entrance into these communities.65 
Although these networks were held together by the written word, they 
utilized mechanisms of exchange that were similar to those of networks 
marked by face-to-face relationships. Trust/fides was a prerequisite for 
a harmonious and stable community, and in both kinds of networks the 
exchange of gifts and favors played an important role in generating trust. 
However, the items of exchange in religious networks were different. Let-
ters were considered to be exclusive gifts serving the purpose of maintain-
ing relationships. Another much-coveted gift among clerical groups were 
reciprocal agreements to pray for each other’s souls. Such agreements 
were also made with secular groups, who were no less eager to partici-
pate in gift-exchanges relating to their salvation.66

In the political sphere, the most succinct expression of the increased 
formalization can be seen in the development of the royal retinue. In 
the Norwegian Law of the Retinue from 1277, the retinue was divided 
into various groups, from earl and duke through lendir menn and other 
hird leaders (hirðstjóri) down to ordinary retainers (hirðmenn), and 
the guests (gestir).67 This hierarchy of offices required every member to 
swear separate oaths, and take on unique duties attached to their specific 
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roles. Even though the degree of specification was still very rudimentary, 
the attention to specification is in itself a clear sign that a process of for-
malization was underway. The retainers had a hierarchical relationship 
to the king (see chapter 3 on patron-client relationships), but together 
they formed a community of equal members, and they had specific obli-
gations towards one another. If they broke with these rules, they would 
be put on trial, and the case was to be investigated through designated 
procedures.68

How did power relations in the Nordic region affect the formation 
of elite networks in the High Middle Ages? The disintegration of the 
Danish empire of King Knud the Great in 1035 was followed by more 
than a century in which there existed a rough balance of power between 
the Norwegian, Danish, and Swedish kings. This gave the elites an “exit 
option” should they disagree with their lords, and maintaining relation-
ships with various kings could also place them in a strong bargaining 
position. When the Hebridean king Jon Dungadsson was told that, 
according to the Bible, serving two masters was a sin, he responded that 
serving two masters was not a problem unless they were in conflict with 
one another.69 This dynamic can be seen in numerous conflicts in Mor-
kinskinna, where magnates seek out allies across the border when their 
own king acts too harshly.70

After Valdemar the Great managed to become sole king of Denmark in 
1157, he gained a more secure grip on his territory, putting the remaining 
Scandinavian kingdoms under pressure. In Norway, the reigning earl and 
kingmaker, Erling Skakke, survived only by submitting to King Valdemar 
(Valdemar himself experienced similar pressure from Emperor Freder-
ick Barbarossa).71 The dominance of one power in Scandinavian politics 
reduced the opportunities for magnates to seek alternative patrons or 
networks should their current situation become unsatisfactory. As for 
patron-client relationships, the “shopping” of loyalty was no longer an 
option. Moreover, the increased level of hostility significantly contributed 
to the transformation of elite networks. This is most visible in Norway, 
where until c. 1160 factions were quite loosely put together, switching 
sides was frequent, and these groups had no particular territorial basis.72 
This reflected the fact that hostilities were rather low-scale. Families 
often had divided loyalties, and it was possible to occupy a position “in 
the middle” with connections to more than one faction.73 After c. 1160 
struggles intensified, resulting in more tightly knit groups with clearer 
territorial bases. This implied that people living in a particular region 
had little choice but to support the hegemonic faction residing there (see 
the concept of a “protection racket” in chapter 3 of this volume). For the 
elites, switching sides grew more difficult, and the position of mediator 
was almost exclusively reserved for the high clergy. For elite members, 
the question was increasingly “are you with us or against us?” – a middle 
ground no longer existed.74
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Previous research has often summarized the political development of 
the High Middle Ages as a process of state formation. This is true insofar 
as that kings grew stronger in the period, and an increased formaliza-
tion took place. However, this argument easily develops into a one-sided 
account that ignores the tensions between horizontal and vertical rela-
tionships that persisted throughout the Middle Ages; the main develop-
ment being that the power sharing between king and aristocracy became 
more formalized through institutions such as the Council of the Realm. 
Moreover, the networks of the elites continued to extend beyond national 
borders, and increasingly so, strengthening a Nordic and, indeed, “Euro-
pean” elite identity.75 Finally, state formation can be seen as one aspect 
of a broader process of formalization, which included a development 
towards specifying the terms of social obligations through the use of 
written agreements.76
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5 Aristocratic Networks 
During the Late Viking 
Age in the Light of Runic 
Inscriptions

Magnus Källström

“These brothers were among the best men in the country and out in the 
host.”

The quotation is taken from a runestone at Turinge church in Söderman-
land (Sö 338, Figure 5.1), which consists of a large block of sandstone 
that was built into the parish church during the Middle Ages. The stone 
commemorates a man called Torsten, and the inscription as well as the 
size of the stone show that we are dealing with a family from one of the 
highest levels in Viking Age society.

Except for runic inscriptions, there are not many written sources con-
cerning Sweden in this period. In fact, our knowledge is restricted to 
two major works: Rimbert’s biography of the missionary bishop Ansgar 
(Vita Ansgarii) from 865–76 and Adam of Bremen’s chronicle about the 
history of the Hamburg-Bremen diocese (Gesta Hammaburgensis eccle-
siae pontificum), written between 1073 and 1076.1 All other historical 
records of Swedish conditions date from later periods. This can be com-
pared with the number of runic inscriptions from the same period, which 
in Sweden amount to about 3,000, most of them carved in stone.

The inscriptions on Viking Age runestones are very homogeneous. 
The majority consist of memorial texts constructed using fixed, and 
rather simple, formulas, and they are normally quite brief. There are, 
however, two major benefits to this source material: The inscriptions are 
always more or less contemporary with the events and matters described 
in the texts, and since the material consists of stone monuments they 
have rarely been removed any great distance from the place where they 
were created.

In a discussion of bonds and social networks in the Viking Age, the 
runic evidence should not be excluded, though there are pitfalls and dan-
gers hidden in the use of these sources.2 The principal goal of this study 
is to examine the kinds of relations represented in the material and to 
determine how we can use this information to reach further conclusions. 
This will be done mainly with examples taken from the Swedish runic 
corpus.3



Figure 5.1 The runestone Sö 338 from Turinge church in Södermanland.

Photo: Harald Faith-Ell/ATA.
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The Runestone Custom

The act of putting up a stone inscribed with runes is a uniquely Scandi-
navian phenomenon. With a few exceptions, such as in the British Isles, 
runestones are found only in Scandinavia – in Denmark, Sweden, and 
Norway. The earliest examples probably date back to the fifth century 
and the Roman Iron Age, but the majority belong to the transitional 
period between the Viking Age and the Middle Ages, from the end of 
the tenth century to the beginning of the twelfth century. From this short 
period, we know of 2,700 runic inscriptions in stone. These runestones 
are unevenly distributed across Scandinavia. About 270 are considered 
to be Danish (but about fifty of these are found in present-day Sweden 
and Germany), about seventy are Norwegian, and the remainder belong 
to Sweden. In the latter country runestones are found as far north as 
Jämtland, but the majority (about 1,500 inscriptions) are concentrated in 
central Sweden in the provinces of Södermanland and Uppland, situated 
on either side of Lake Mälar.

Most runestone texts relate to personal matters – usually the commem-
oration of a lost family member – but at the same time they are public 
monuments that were intended to be read by the people who passed by. 
Some runestones were placed at burial grounds, but in most cases they 
are found along the communication routes, close to roads and water-
courses and often in places where these two elements met: at bridges 
and fords. These locations are usually not far from the hamlet where the 
person commemorated once resided.

There is no single accepted explanation for the dramatic increase in 
the production of commemorative runestones in the late tenth century. 
Some researchers have linked it to Viking activities abroad, whereas oth-
ers believe that it is closely connected to Christianization and conversion. 
There is probably some truth in both theories. The Viking forays – the 
ferocious raids as well as the trading expeditions – must have resulted 
in a surplus of wealth that could be used for this kind of monument.4 
Moreover the late Viking Age runestones are often explicitly Christian, 
with Christian crosses and in some cases even Christian prayers, demon-
strating a close connection with the conversion of Scandinavia.

It has also been suggested that the inscriptions are declarations of inher-
itance, which would explain why the relationships between the sponsors 
and the deceased are described in such detail. This approach has its main 
proponent in Birgit Sawyer, who also describes the runestone custom as a 
“symptom of crisis” in a period of both conversion and state formation.5

Not everyone had the capacity or the economic resources to produce 
a runic inscription in stone, and therefore the runestones must have been 
a way to show – or at least claim – importance and status in Viking Age 
society. Wooden monuments may have served the same purpose, and it is 
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possible that some existed, but the medium of stone was clearly chosen 
for its durability and with the intention of preserving the written message.

The People Behind the Runic Texts

The runestone custom was probably originally restricted to the upper 
levels of society, the elites. In Denmark there are even several runic monu-
ments commissioned by members of the royal families. These include the 
two Haddeby stones (DR 2, DR 4)6 commemorating a King Sigtrygg in 
the 930s, as well as the two famous runestones in Jelling from the mid-
tenth century, one raised by King Gorm (DR 41) and the other by his son 
Harald Bluetooth (DR 42).7

In Sweden this kind of royal involvement in the runestone tradition 
is almost unknown. The only exception is a rune-inscribed boulder at 
Hovgården on Adelsö (U 11, Figure 5.2), which according to the tradi-
tional interpretation was commissioned by a king’s servant (ON bryti) in 
memory of himself and his wife and carved at the request of a man called 
Haakon. The latter is usually identified as the Swedish king Haakon 
Röde (“Håkon the Red”), who reigned for a short period in the 1070s.8

Figure 5.2  The rune-inscribed boulder U 11 at Hovgården in Adelsö parish, 
Uppland.

Photo: Magnus Källström.
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Apart from this specific stone there is no clear evidence of Swedish 
royals being involved in the late runestone tradition, but there are several 
examples of the participation of families that must have belonged to the 
social level just below the king. A runestone from Bro church (U 617), 
for example, commemorates a man called Assur, who is said to have been 
the son of Haakon jarl. It is impossible to say whether this Haakon could 
be identified as one of the famous Norwegian earls with this name or an 
otherwise unknown Swedish earl,9 although the latter is probably more 
likely.

Another possible example can be found on a couple of runestones (U 
513, U 540) in the vicinity of Norrtälje in Uppland, which were commis-
sioned by a family with a very special set of personal names. The brothers 
are called Anund, Erik, Haakon, Ingvar, and Ragnar, which in this com-
bination express a special “royal” taste in naming. Some attempts have 
been made to connect them with members of the Swedish royal dynasty 
in the late Viking Age,10 but it seems more likely that they were only 
related to them in some way or represented a family with royal ambitions 
(see later in the chapter).

The runestone custom was soon adopted by a broader class in the 
Viking Age society. About ten percent of the material mentions persons 
who have traveled abroad, but the majority of the inscriptions lack this 
kind of information, and must have been made in honor of those who 
stayed at home. The overall impression is that most of the “runestone 
families” in the eleventh century belonged to a class of settled yeomen 
who owned their own hamlets or villages and acted on a local level.

Vertical Relations: From the Chieftain to the Thrall

Vertical relations of the patron-client type are not so easy to discern in 
the runic corpus, but there are some examples connected to Viking raids 
or larger campaigns in foreign countries. A typical example is provided 
by the runestone Vs 18 from Berga in Skultuna parish in the province of 
Västmanland, with the following text:

Gunnaldr lēt ræisa stæin þennsa æftiʀ Gæiʀfast, sun sinn, dræng 
gōðan, ok vas farinn til Ænglands. Hialpi Guð sālu hans.

Gunnald had this stone raised in memory of Gerfast, his son, a good 
(young) man, and he had traveled to England. May God help his 
soul.

Gunnald also put up a second runestone (Vs 19) at the same spot as 
a memorial for his stepson Orm, who went eastwards with a chieftain 
named Ingvar and never returned. Even if the information given is very 
brief, it offers a glimpse of Swedish society in the first half of the eleventh 
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century. The two sons traveled in different directions on Viking raids, 
and both lost their lives. No other relatives are mentioned in the texts. 
Naturally, there must have been a mother, although she might have been 
dead by this time, but probably no other siblings. From the texts we also 
learn that Gunnald was a Christian, since he invokes God to help the 
souls of his sons.

In isolation these memorial texts might not seem very informative, but 
the multitude of runic monuments from the period make it possible to 
put them in a wider context. The Viking raids on England as well as the 
campaign led by Ingvar are named on other runestones in Sweden, which 
enables us to map networks of individuals and identify groups with 
mutual interests in a certain region and sometimes over a wider area.

The reference to England is in this case too vague to be linked to a par-
ticular event, whereas Ingvar’s campaign is well known. About twenty-
five Swedish runestones commemorate men who traveled eastwards with 
him, and these stones are found in no fewer than four provinces in central 
Sweden.11 Such a large number of memorials recording a single event is 
unparalleled in the whole runic corpus, which stresses the importance of 
Ingvar’s campaign. In addition, Ingvar is one of the few local chieftains 
known from the runic inscriptions who can be identified in other sources. 
He has long been recognized as Yngvarr inn víðfǫrli, “Ingvarr the Far-
traveled,” who is the main character and hero of an Icelandic saga pre-
served in a manuscript from the fourteenth century.12 Even though this 
fantastic saga does not convey much information of historical value, there 
is no doubt that it refers to the event recorded on Swedish runestones.

Other local chieftains were probably important in their time, but are 
now long forgotten. For instance, on a great erratic boulder at Kyrkstigen 
in Ed parish in Uppland (U 112), we can read about Ragnvald, who had 
been in Greece as a liðs forungi “leader of the host.” It has been suggested 
that Ragnvald was engaged by the Byzantine emperor in Constantinople 
and that he probably held some prominent position in the famous Varan-
gian Guard. Ragnvald commissioned this memorial himself, but the deeds 
of other local chieftains are mainly recorded by the people who followed 
them. About a man from Södermanland it is said that “He was westwards 
with Ulv, Haakon’s son” (Sö 260). This Ulv was probably another famous 
chieftain at that time, but we have no further information about him.

A special issue concerns the words drængʀ and þegn, which often occur in 
laudatory epithets where the deceased is called dræng gōðan, harða gōðan 
þegn and the like. It is much debated whether these words in this connec-
tion are used as titles referring to men in royal service (comparable with the 
þegnas and drengas known from Old English) or if they just denote men 
of different ages and occupations, where a drengr is a young unmarried 
man seeking his fortune and þegn the designation for the mature farmer 
and yeoman.13 The runic and skaldic evidence as presented and analyzed 
by Judith Jesch speaks for the latter explanation.14 In the runic inscriptions 



Aristocratic Networks in the Late Viking Age 85

the word drængʀ is often connected to warfare and travels abroad, which 
is not the case with þegn. Only two inscriptions in Södermanland that use 
this word (Sö 34, Sö 170) mention such voyages. On the other hand there 
exist place names in Sweden of the type Tägneby (ON *Þegnabȳʀ “village 
of the thegns”) that indicate that þegn originally was a military term in 
Scandinavia. It is possible, however, that it had lost much of this meaning 
in the Viking Age and just denoted a free man in general.15

Other vertical relations are rarely visible in the runic texts, and serv-
ants and the like occur very seldom. One example is the bryti on the 
stone from Hovgården mentioned earlier. In this case the word is pos-
sibly used as a byname16 – Tōliʀ Bryti – and can be translated as “bail-
iff” or “understeward.” Since Tōliʀ was in the service of a king, he was 
probably a steward at a royal estate. The bryti was originally a foreman 
for the thralls, and it is known from later provincial laws that, despite 
his position on the farm or the estate, he could nevertheless be unfree.17 
The designation for “thrall” or the like does not occur on any Swedish 
runestone, but there are two instances (U 168, U 696) of someone com-
memorating his løysi, which must have been a counterpart to the Old 
West-Nordic leysingi, m. “freedman.”18

A special problem is presented by the designations fōstri m. and fōstra 
f., which in Old West-Nordic had the respective meanings of “foster son, 
foster brother, foster father” and “foster daughter, foster mother.” When 
these words occur on Swedish runestones they probably had the same 
meaning, but it is not impossible that they could mean something similar 
to Old Swedish fostre, which in the medieval provincial laws was also 
used to describe a “thrall that is born and brought up at home.”19

Kinship and Other Horizontal Bonds: The Jarlabanke 
Family and Others

The horizontal bonds that might be identified in the runic corpus consist 
mainly of family relationships, and they normally concern the members 
of the nuclear family, although more distant relatives like grandfathers, 
uncles, and nephews may also be referred to. The most interesting rela-
tionships are probably those which involve marriage, since these are 
examples of connections between different families. It is reasonable to 
see these relationships as founded on a more or less equal basis, even 
though the real circumstances behind marriages may have varied signifi-
cantly. The relationship between male members of different families is 
often expressed in the inscriptions by the word māgʀ, which is the same 
word as the modern Swedish måg “son-in-law.” In the Viking Age this 
word had the wider denotation of “male relative by marriage” and could 
also mean “father-in-law” and “brother-in-law.”

In a few inscriptions there are examples of horizontal relationships which 
are not based on kin, but on a mutual interest, such as fēlagi,20 “partner, 
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shareholder of any kind” and gildi,21 “guild-brother.” An interesting exam-
ple of the former word is found on the runestone Sö 292, which reads: 
“Vigmar had this stone raised in memory of Järund, his relative by marriage 
and partner (māg ok fēlaga sinn) and the brother of.” This Vigmar was not 
only related to Järund by one of their marriages but also through some kind 
of partnership. The concept of vinr, “friend,” on the other hand is foreign to 
the vocabulary of the Viking Age memorial inscriptions. There is only one 
possible instance of this word, from the runestone U 620, and the context 
is unfortunately incomplete and unclear: “dauðan vin,” “a dead friend.”

Most people recorded in the runic material are known only from a sin-
gle stone, but there are some individuals who reappear in different roles on 
different runestones, which enables us to map larger family networks. One 
such network is the Jarlabanke family from Uppland. About twenty mon-
uments are linked to this family, which can be followed through at least 
four generations. The family tree is normally depicted as in Figure 5.3.

The earliest inscription connected to this family can be dated to the 
second quarter of the eleventh century, and the latest stones were raised 

Figure 5.3  The family tree of the Jarlabanke family in Täby, Uppland, based on 
Gustavson and Selinge, 1988.
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towards the end of the same century. The leading figure (at least from 
our late perspective) is Jarlabanke Ingefastsson, who belongs to the third 
known generation. He is famous for raising runestones in memory of 
himself; no fewer than six such stones are known, and on five of them 
he also declares that he “alone owned the whole of Täby” (æinn ātti 
allan Tǣby). At the time Täby was only the name of a hamlet or village, 
but subsequently came to denote the entire medieval parish. From Jarla-
banke’s own stones we know that he built a lavish bridge “for his soul” 
close to his farm and that he also established an assembly place in the 
nearby parish of Vallentuna. The assembly place is mentioned on a large 
runestone found in Vallentuna church (U 212). The stone is inscribed on 
two faces, and on the reverse Jarlabanke also claims that he “owned alone 
the whole of this hundred” (æinn ātti allt hundari þetta). The meaning of 
the last statement is much disputed and, unlike the proclamation on the 
front side that he “alone owned the whole of Täby,” this can hardly mean 
that the whole hundred was in his private possession.22

Jarlabanke was married twice, first to Fastvi, who gave birth to his elder 
son, Sven, then to Kättilö, who was the mother of his second son, Ingefast, 
and who also outlived him. The family tree of the Jarlabanke clan shows 
that it was not uncommon for a family member to remarry when their 
husband or wife passed away. Jarlabanke’s grandmother Estrid was mar-
ried twice, and so too was his father Ingefast. This was probably the nor-
mal procedure in the late Viking Age, but it is rather unusual to be able to 
follow a family in the runestone material for more than two generations.

It has been stressed that there are very few women represented in this 
family and that they are only mentioned as mothers and wives, and never 
as daughters. Some have suggested that infanticide was practiced in this 
family,23 but this seems unlikely. Parallels with other families recon-
structed from the runic inscriptions show that the whole family is not 
always (or maybe never) represented in these texts. If the information 
about family relations in, for example, a couple of runic inscriptions 
from Bromma (U 57, U 58) in Uppland is taken literally, we get a family 
of three generations consisting of only men!

There must have been several daughters in the Jarlabanke family in 
the four generations documented in the runic inscriptions, and they were 
probably married to men from other prominent families in the area. Since 
daughters are not mentioned on the family’s own runestones, these connec-
tions are now impossible to trace. At the same time, we know of other fam-
ily networks where daughters played an important role, for example in the 
family known from a long inscription on a rock at Hillersjö in Hilleshög 
parish (U 29, Figure 5.4). This unique inscription enables us to follow 
the relationships between several families and observe how property and 
estates were transferred from one family to another through marriage and 
inheritance.

In the inscription we are told that a man named Germund married 
Gerlög when she was a maiden and that they had a son who later died. 
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Unfortunately, Germund drowned and Gerlög then married a man called 
Gudrik, who may have owned the hamlet where the carving is situated. 
Gudrik and Gerlög had several children, but only a daughter named Inga 
survived. She was married to Ragnfast, who lived in Snottsta in Markim, 
about thirty kilometers north-east of Hilleshög. They had a son together, 
but then Ragnfast died and their son inherited his father’s property. When 
this (probably underage) son passed away, Inga inherited from her child. 

   Figure 5.4  The rock-inscription U 29 at Hillersjö in Hilleshög parish, Uppland. 

  Photo : Harald Faith-Ell/ATA. 
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Inga married a man called Erik before her own death. Then Gerlög inher-
ited her daughter’s property, which meant that she was now in possession 
of three different estates that had originally belonged to three different 
families. The reason why this long story was hewn into the rock is prob-
ably that it was unusual and remarkable, but it is also a good illustration of 
how networks were established through marriage between leading families.

Detecting Networks Through Rune Carvers

Another way of mapping networks is by analyzing those who made the 
stones, namely the rune carvers. Unfortunately, we are seldom able to 
determine the relationship between the rune carver and the sponsor of 
the stone. In a few cases there is direct evidence that the rune carver 
belonged to the same class or even the same family as the sponsor. An 
example is Ulv in Borresta, one of the few carvers for which enough 
information is available in the runic inscriptions to write something like 
a biography.24 We know not only where he lived, but also that he prob-
ably inherited this hamlet from his uncle Onäm; that he went to England 
on three occasions; and that he had a share in three Danegelds under 
three different chieftains. Ulv signed only one surviving runestone (U 
161), at Risbyle in Täby parish, which reads: “Ulv in Borresta cut in 
memory of Ulv in Skålhamra, his good māgʀ. Ulvkell had the stone cut.” 
The word māgʀ “relative through marriage” shows that Ulv in Borresta 
was from the same family as the wife of Ulv in Skålhamra. She was 
named Gyrid and probably was the daughter of his uncle Onäm. Gyrid 
is also known from two other runestones commissioned by the same 
family, U 100 and U 226.

Ulv’s carvings number less than ten, and they are restricted to a very 
limited area in south-east Uppland that measures about twenty square 
kilometers (see Map 5.1). Three of his stones were put up in memory of 
Ulv in Skålhamra (U 160, U 225, U 226), but the alleged family connec-
tion on a fourth stone (U 328) should probably be dismissed.25 In the rest 
of his inscriptions there are no obvious links between the carver and the 
sponsors of the runestones, but it should be noted that all the stones are 
located in the area between the hamlets owned by Ulv in Borresta and his 
kinsman Ulv in Skålhamra.

Occasionally, the distribution of the runic inscriptions by a certain 
rune carver might be used to trace relations between different groups of 
sponsors. This is the case, for example, with Torbjörn Skald (“Torbjörn 
the Poet”), who is responsible for twelve known runic monuments in the 
Mälar region.26 His carvings show a very specific distribution and are 
found in two rather widely separated areas: one with its center on some 
of the larger islands in Lake Mälar and one in the vicinity of Norrtälje in 
the eastern part of the Upplandic mainland close to an inlet of the Baltic 
Sea (see Map 5.2).



Map 5.1  The distribution of carvings signed by or ascribed to the rune carver Ulv 
in Borresta. The positions of the two hamlets, Borresta and Skålhamra, 
are also marked on the map.

Source: Map by Laila Kitzler Åhfeldt



Map 5.2 The distribution of rune carvings by the rune carver Torbjörn Skald.

Source: Map by Laila Kitzler Åhfeldt.
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Two of Torbjörn Skald’s carvings have already been touched upon 
in this chapter. One is found in Rimbo church (U 513) and was raised 
by the four brothers Anund, Erik, Haakon, and Ingvar in memory of 
their brother Ragnar. The second is a long inscription on a rock at 
Hillersjö in Hilleshög parish (U 29) that tells the story of Gerlög and 
Inga. Both these inscriptions seem to have had a connection with the 
highest social strata in the area at the time. The family from Rimbo is 
also documented on a second runestone at Husby-Sjuhundra (formerly 
Husby-Lyhundra) church (U 540), which was set up by Erik, Haakon, 
Ingvar, and a woman, Ragnhild, in memory of a man who lost his life 
in Greece. The name of the deceased has broken away, but since Anund 
from the Rimbo inscription is missing, the stone is probably dedicated 
to him.

It is very unusual to find the works of a single rune carver distributed in 
two different areas, as is the case with Torbjörn Skald, and probably the 
explanation can be found among his sponsors. Inga’s last husband was 
named Erik, and it is not unlikely that he was the second eldest brother 
in the Rimbo-Husby family. The name Erik is very rare in the Viking 
Age runic inscriptions, and the highest number of possible name-bearers 
known from this material in Uppland is only four, which lends support 
to the idea that it might be the same Erik.

The Turinge Stone: Landowners and East-Travelers

With this background, it is time to return to the runestone from 
Turinge church (Sö 338), situated seven kilometers west of the town of 
Södertälje in Södermanland. The stone consists of a large rectangular 
block of sandstone, two meters high and 1.2 meters wide, and bears a 
long inscription with more than 200 runes. The stone has been known 
since the seventeenth century and was built into the east wall of a 
church. When the stone was removed from the wall in the eighteenth 
century it was discovered that there were also a couple of lines of runes 
along the narrow right side. On the front face of the stone there is a 
large, elaborate cross (Figure 5.1). This is unquestionably a high-status 
monument, and many of the phenomena discussed earlier in this chap-
ter are also present here.

The first part of the inscription consists of a memorial formula and 
runs (mainly following the interpretation by Elias Wessén in SRI 3, 325):

Kætill ok Biorn þæiʀ ræistu stæin þenna at Þōrstæin, faður sinn, Anundr 
at brōður sinn ok huskarlaʀ æftiʀ(?) iafna, Kætiløy at bōanda sinn.

Kättil and Björn they raised this stone in memory of Torsten, their 
father, Anund in memory of his brother and the retainers in mem-
ory(?) of the just one(?), Kättilö in memory of her husband.27
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The impressive stone was thus raised in memory of a man called Tor-
sten, not only by his sons, but also by his brother, his retainers, and 
his wife. In the last part of the inscription there is a long section com-
posed in verse, where we get a great deal of valuable information 
about his deeds. This part of the inscription also concerns his brother 
Anund:

Brø̄ðr vaʀu þæiʀ bæztra manna,
ā landi ok ī liði uti,
heldu sina huskarla vel.
Hann fioll ī orrustu austr ī Garðum,
liðs forungi, landmanna bæztr.

The brothers were among the best men
in the country and out in the host
treated their retainers well.
He fell in action east in Garðariki,
The host’s captain, of “land-men” the best.

Here we are told that the brothers were among the best men ā landi 
(which can mean “in the country” as well as “on land”) and when they 
were out in the host (ī liði ūti). It has been argued that the use of past 
tense in this clause excludes Anund from the statement and that it must 
refer to a second, otherwise unknown brother. This seems like an unnec-
essary assumption, since the clause might allude to a previous situation 
when the brothers acted together as a pair.

The word lið means “host, folk, people.” In this case, when it is com-
bined with the adverb ūti and opposed to the preceding ā landi, it has 
been suggested that it probably refers to a ship-borne troop.28 In many 
runic inscriptions the word lið occurs in combination with a personal 
name in the genitive, such as ī Ingvars lið “Ingvar’s host.”

In the third pair of lines it is said that they treated their retainers well 
(heldu sina huskarla vel). The word huskarl occurs in two inscriptions 
from Uppland.29 In U 330 – one of the stones that Inga put up in memory 
of her husband Ragnfast in Snottsta – it is mentioned that “Assur was 
his huskarl.” Not far from this stone in Orkesta church is a runestone 
(U 335) dedicated to a man named Hära, who was the huskarl of Sigröd. 
From the stone at Snottsta it is evident that Ragnfast had only one 
huskarl in his household. Probably he was something like a bailiff, which 
might be the reason Inga included him on one of her husband’s memorial 
stones. In the inscription on the Turinge stone the word huskarl appears 
twice in the plural, and this is the only known runic inscription where 
the plural form of this word is used. These men were probably not only 
part of the household but also members of the host mentioned later in the 
inscription. This indicates that the persons on the Turinge stone belonged 
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to a social setting that might have been rather different from the one we 
encounter in the majority of runic inscriptions from the Mälar area.

In the last part of the inscription it is said that Torsten fell in action 
eastwards in Garðaʀ, which corresponds to Garðaríki, “Russia” in West-
Norse sources.30 References to this area occur in at least four Swedish 
runic inscriptions, of which two are a little more informative than simply 
telling us that someone lost his life there.31 On the Gårdby stone (Öl 28) 
from Öland is said about the deceased that Halfborinn, brōðiʀ hans, sitr 
Garðum “Halvboren, his brother, resides in Garðariki,” whereas a rock 
inscription at Veda in Angarn parish (U 209) in Uppland proclaims that 
a man named Torsten (or his son Ärinmund) køypti þennsa bȳ ok aflaði 
austr ī Garðum “bought this hamlet and raised money [to buy it] east-
wards in Garðariki.” It seems reasonable to assume that both Halvboren 
and Torsten (or Ärinmund) were some kind of mercenary soldiers, prob-
ably in the service of the grand prince of Rus.

In the last line on the Turinge stone, Torsten is given the epithet liðs 
forungi, “the leader of the host.” This is exactly the same phrase as is 
recorded on the large rune-inscribed boulder at Kyrkstigen (U 112) men-
tioned earlier. In this case it denotes a man who probably held a position 
in the guard of the Byzantine emperor. Nothing prevents us from assum-
ing that Torsten might have been connected to the grand prince of Rus in 
a similar way, but it must be stressed that this suggestion is only based on 
circumstantial evidence.

The final line also includes an expression in which Torsten is praised 
as landmanna bæztr “the best of landmænnr.” The same word is also 
attested on two other runestones. On the Skivum stone (DR 133) from 
North Jutland, where it is said about the deceased that “he was the best 
of ‘land-men’ in Denmark and first” (Hann vas landmanna bæztr i Dan-
marku ok fyrstr). The second example is found on the nearly four-meter-
high runestone from All Saint’s Church in Lund (DR 314) in Scania, 
where the two deceased brothers are called “good land-men” (acc. land-
mænnr gōða).

The exact meaning of the word landmaðr is disputed. The word is 
known from Old West-Nordic sources, where it is synonymous with the 
word landsmaðr and means “inhabitant in the country.” Elias Wessén 
suggests that the phrase liðs forungi, landmanna bæztr on the Turinge 
stone has roughly the same meaning as bæztra manna, ā landi ok ī liði 
uti earlier in the inscription and that landmanna bæztr means “the best 
of men in the country.”32 This view is challenged by K. G. Ljunggren, 
who asserts a meaning closer to Old West-Nordic lendr maðr, “a ‘landed 
man,’ someone who holds land or emoluments from the king.”33 His 
main argument is that the stones where this expression occurs are all high- 
status monuments, and therefore landmaðr must have a wider meaning 
than just “inhabitant in the country.” On the Turinge stone it is not nec-
essary that the phrase landmanna bæztr have the same sense as bæztra 
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manna, ā landi as Wessén suggested, and due to variation one would here 
expect a different meaning. It does not follow that a landmaðr must be 
the same as a lendr maðr, which is a different formation with an adjec-
tive, not a noun as the first element.

The best parallel to landmænnr is probably the phrase landburniʀ 
mænnr found on another runestone in Södermanland (Sö 54 Bjudby, 
Blacksta parish). This stone is also a high-status monument, three meters 
high, and possibly erected close to an old assembly place. Three broth-
ers have commemorated two of their other brothers and claim that they 
“were all Vikings’ sons.” Then follows the clause Landburniʀ mænnr 
lētu rētta stæin “ ‘Land-born’ men had the stone set up.” In the glos-
sary to Södermanlands runinskrifter, two different translations are given: 
“born to an estate” and “born of a family of liegemen = Icelandic len-
drborinn.”34 It has also been suggested that landborinn simply meant 
“born in the country,” but this seems rather unlikely in this context. The 
closest translation is “born to land,” which means that the brothers had 
a right to land by birth and that this “land” referred to something more 
extensive than just the territory of a hamlet or a village. It is tempting to 
assume that landmaðr had a similar meaning. According to Judith Jesch 
the translation of “landholders” seems most appropriate for the Turinge 
stone.35

The runestone has been part of the church in Turinge since the Middle 
Ages, and we have no knowledge of its original position or where the 
associated family lived. Considering the size of the stone, it was prob-
ably not moved any great distance. Maybe it was originally placed on 
the same site as the later church, which might have been some kind of 
meeting place for the district, while the family could have resided some 
distance away. Recently Sten Tesch has suggested a possible connection 
between the runestone and a rich and spectacular boat grave from the 
middle of the eleventh century excavated at the hamlet of Årby about 
two kilometers east of the church.36 His main argument is that the boat 
grave and the Turinge stone are the only phenomena in the vicinity that 
point to residents of higher status, whereas large mounds or larger cem-
eteries are missing.

Tightening the Net: The Turinge Family  
in the Local Context

The personal names that occur on the Turinge stone are all common and 
therefore cannot be linked to other runestones with any confidence. By 
identifying the carver behind the stone, however, it is possible to place 
this family in a wider context. The stone is not signed, but the char-
acteristic ornamentation shows that it must be the work of Östen, an 
often-overlooked rune carver.37 He is mainly known from three carvings 
in the town of Södertälje cut into a cliff face adjacent to the old main 
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road to Turinge (Sö 311–313). In the inscriptions, a certain Holmfast 
commemorates his father and mother not only by naming them with the 
rune carvings, but also by noting that he built bridges and cleared roads 
in their memory.

Östen is responsible for at least three other carvings in the vicinity. Two 
of these are cut into steep cliffs and are situated on each side of an inlet of 
Lake Mälar north of Södertälje, at Kiholm (Sö 344) and Vitsand (discov-
ered in 2007).38 Both face the water and are definitely intended to be seen 
from out on the lake. A third rune carving by Östen was recently identi-
fied at Björkö village on Björkö (the site of the former town of Birka), 
when ten sandstone fragments that were thought to be the remains of at 
least three different runestones (U 6–8) were shown to be parts of a single 
runestone.39 The original position of this stone is unknown, but it is not 
impossible that it once faced the water and functioned as some kind of 
landmark for the village’s harbor.

Östen had several different clients, but, as with the rune carver Tor-
björn Skald, it is likely that they were connected to each other. It is not 
impossible, for example, that the carving at Vitsand was commissioned 
by the same Holmfast who sponsored the inscriptions in Södertälje (the 
name is partly damaged). In this inscription there is also the male name 
Iafna (nom.) that might have something to do with the slightly mysterious 
designation iafna (acc.) “the just one(?)” on the Turinge stone, though 
the words cannot be identical for grammatical reasons.40 The carving at 
Kiholm (Sö 344) is dedicated to a man named Björn, and one of the spon-
sors on the Björkö stone (U 6) is called Torbjörn. Both these names occur 
on the Turinge stone, but since they are among the most common names 
in Viking Age runic inscriptions, it is impossible to tell whether they refer 
to the same individuals.

From one of the carvings in Södertälje (Sö 312) we learn that Holm-
fast’s father lived in a hamlet called Näsby, which was situated west of 
Södertälje. It is possible that Holmfast also had interests in another ham-
let from which there are accounts of a now-lost runestone (Sö 310) with 
an inscription including this name. Both these settlements are situated 
close to the old main road from Södertälje to Turinge.

The spatial distribution of Östen’s carvings creates a very interesting 
picture (see Map 5.3). They are all found along two important com-
munication routes: the north-east watercourse from Björkö to the Bal-
tic Sea and the land route from today’s Stockholm westwards towards 
the southern provinces. This connects Björkö hamlet, as well as Turinge, 
with the place that later became the medieval town of Tälje (Södertälje). 
It looks as if Holmfast had a special interest in this place, and possibly his 
efforts to build bridges and clear roads were a part of a larger campaign 
to establish Tälje as a trans-shipment point or a trading center. Maybe 
there were even ideas of creating some kind of successor to the long-
abandoned town of Birka on Björkö.
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Map 5.3  The distribution of rune carvings by the rune master Östen. Näsby is the 
hamlet owned by Holmfast, one of his main sponsors.

Source: Map by Laila Kitzler Åhfeldt.

The persons known from the Turinge stone are not overtly visible in 
this process, but it is not unlikely that they were a part of it. By analyz-
ing the ornamentation of Östen’s carvings it is also possible to estimate 
the time of these events as the decades around 1070.41 This date hap-
pens to correspond to the famous description of the land route from 
Scania to Sigtuna found in chapter 29 in the fourth book of Adam of 
Bremen. Maybe it is more than a coincidence that Tälje and Birka are 
among the few place names along this route explicitly mentioned in 
this text.
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Closing Remarks and a Possible Link  
to “Written History”

The inscriptions discussed earlier offer us an interesting insight into rela-
tions and connections between different families and individuals in cen-
tral Sweden in the second half of the eleventh century. Using the small 
pieces of information in the inscriptions, combined with the distribution 
of the monuments and their design, it is possible to get a glimpse of some 
of the most important actors in this society. What have been preserved 
are, unsurprisingly, only small fragments of relations and events in this 
area in the late Viking Age, but they can be used as good examples of 
how the society was organized on different levels. As pointed out earlier, 
the runic evidence has the virtue of being more or less contemporary with 
the conditions described in the texts. At the same time, it is very difficult 
to link this material to other historical sources, since those concerning 
this part of Scandinavia in the period are very rare.

There are, however, a few paragraphs in the writings of Adam of 
Bremen that might be of interest in this context. In his third book (chap-
ter 53) Adam describes the situation after the death of King Stenkil 
(around 1066) when two kings named Erik struggled for royal power; 
he says that in this battle both kings and all of the Swedish nobility 
were killed. A scholium to this passage (scholium 84) adds that after the 
deaths of the two kings, Stenkil’s son Halsten was made king, but was 
soon expelled. Then they called for “Anund from Russia” to become 
their ruler. After he had been deposed, the Swedes elected a man named 
“Hakon” as their king.42

We recognize some of the personal names in these passages from the 
runic inscriptions discussed earlier: Erik, Anund, and Haakon. There 
have been attempts to link these persons to the runic material, but with 
unconvincing results.43 That the “Hakon” who was elected as king after 
Halsten’s death is the Haakon on the rune-inscribed boulder U 11 at 
Hovgården is, however, accepted by most scholars.44

In light of the material presented in this chapter it might also be inter-
esting to discuss the two kings called Erik as well as “Anund from Rus-
sia,” who was called in to replace King Halsten. As we saw earlier, Erik 
is not a very common name in the Viking Age runic inscriptions from 
the Mälar area in the eleventh century. If I am correct in the identifica-
tion of Erik on U 513 and U 540 as Inga’s second husband, the number 
of individuals recorded in this material can be reduced to three. One 
was a rune carver active in the western part of Uppland in the first half 
of the eleventh century;45 the second, a person named on a runestone 
at Vaksala church (U 960),46 who, to judge from the ornamentation of 
the stone, must have died before the mid-eleventh century. We are then 
left with only one candidate – Erik from Rimbo/Husby, who probably 
married Inga from Hillersjö. This Erik must have been a very prominent 
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man, though we know nothing of his deeds. From a chronological point 
of view, it is quite reasonable to assume that he was in fact one of the 
“kings” with the name Erik who struggled for the Swedish crown in the 
1070s. Who the other was is impossible to say.

Unlike the name Erik, Anund was a very common name in the eleventh 
century. In the Mälar area it is recorded in about fifty runic inscriptions, 
although this name is rather rare in other Swedish provinces except for 
Östergötland. It is therefore likely that “Anund from Russia” had his 
roots in central Sweden. To choose one Anund out of fifty candidates 
is impossible, but at least one can be excluded, namely the Anund who 
was the brother of Erik in Rimbo/Husby. From the runestone in Husby-
Sjuhundra church (U 540) – if the reconstruction of the inscription is  
correct – we learn that he lost his life in Greece at an earlier point.47

In this case it might be fruitful to look at the Turinge stone once again. 
Torsten, who fell in battle eastwards in Garðariki, had a brother named 
Anund. He is one of the sponsors behind the stone and, as claimed previ-
ously, is probably included in the clause that states that “these brothers 
were the best men in the land and out in the host.” Certainly he took part 
in the same battles in the east as his brother, but returned home safely. 
If the classification of the ornamentation of the Turinge stone is correct, 
this would have taken place sometime around 1070. It is therefore not 
unlikely that the Anund on the Turinge stone might be Adam’s “Anund 
from Russia.” With the information about the social setting found in this 
inscription, he is in fact the best candidate.
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6 Nordic and Eastern  
Elites. Contacts Across  
the Baltic Sea
An Exiled Clan

John H. Lind

Using one of the most important, but also the most complex, sources on 
early Rus’ history and spirituality,1 the Paterikon of the Kievan Caves 
Monastery,2 we shall explore aspects of networking between the Scandi-
navian motherland and Scandinavian Rus’, and the formation of social 
capital that followed.

The first three of the Paterikon’s thirty-eight tales reveal the role played 
by Shimon (Sigmund), a magnate of Scandinavian origin, when this famous 
monastery was established in the 1070s. We learn how he contributed to the 
way early Christianity was practiced in the monastery, and subsequently in 
Rus’, as a blend of influences from both Constantinople and the Latin West 
in what could be characterized as Varangian Christianity.3 Of the three tales 
it is only in the first that we receive detailed personal information about 
Sigmund. Here we are told that his father was Afrikan (Alfrik), brother 
of Jakun (Haakon) the Blind who lost his golden coat fighting with Prince 
Jaroslav Vladimirovich (d. 1054) of Kiev against Prince Mstislav Vladimi-
rovich (d. 1036) of Tmutarakan’ (later also of Chernigov). This episode 
refers to Haakon’s participation as head of a Varangian force in the Battle 
at Listven’ in 1024 (see map and later in the chapter).4 Alfrik had two sons, 
Friand and Sigmund. When Alfrik died, Haakon expelled his two nephews 
from their lands and Sigmund sought refuge in Rus’. He was well received 
by Prince Jaroslav, who instated him as mentor to his favorite son, Vsevolod 
(d. 1093). In Vsevolod’s service Sigmund became a powerful man.5

In 1068 Sigmund is said to have joined the three ruling princes in a visit 
to the Hermit Antonii in one of the caves of the future monastery prior to 
their attempt to fend off an attack from one of the nomadic peoples from 
the steppes, the Turkic Polovtsians (also known as Cumans).6 Sigmund is 
told that they face defeat but that he will survive and be the first to be buried 
in a church yet to be built. After returning from the battle alive, Sigmund 
finances the building of the church and also introduces some Latin rituals.7

In a later addition to the first tale, which includes a further description 
of the fate of Sigmund and his son Georgii, we are told that Sigmund, 
now with the baptismal name Simon, converted to Orthodoxy together 
with his entire household of 3,000 persons, including priests, and that 
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he was the first to be buried in the church he had built. This part of the 
first tale ends by stating that Georgii inherited his father’s great love for 
the monastery and that he was sent by Grand Prince Vsevolod’s son, 
Vladimir Monomakh (d. 1125), to the principality of Suzdal’ in the ser-
vice of Vladimir’s son Jurii Vladimirovich (Dolgorukii, d. 1157). Later, 
when Jurii Dolgorukii came to reside as grand prince in Kiev (1149–51, 
1155–57), he is said to have considered Georgii as a father, putting him 
in charge of Suzdal’ as tysiatskii, one of the highest offices in the princely 
administration.8

The Paterikon returns to Georgii in its tenth tale. Here, Bishop Simon 
of Suzdal’ (d. 1226), one of the work’s two compilers and initiators, 
relates how Georgii donated silver and gold with which to embellish the 
shrine of St Feodosii (d. 1074). He charged one of his boiars from Suzdal’ 
with organizing the gift. The unwilling boiar wondered why the “prince” 
(kniaz’) wished to squander so much money.9 Georgii’s embellishment of 
the shrine is also mentioned s.a. 1130 in the Ipat’evskaia letopis’, where 
he is referred to as “Rostov’skyi tysiachkoi.”10 The tenth tale ends by 
affirming that when it was recorded, i.e., prior to 1226, his (Sigmund’s 
or Georgii’s) great-grandsons still continued to show the monastery their 
affection. Obviously, the clan saw the Kievan Caves Monastery as a kind 
of Hauskloster.11

It is obvious from the Paterikon as well as their mention in the 
Ipat’evskaia Chronicle that this wealthy and powerful clan belonged 
to the highest aristocracy, almost on par with the princely family of 
Riurikids. This is evident from the role Sigmund played in the founda-
tion of the Caves Monastery, the size of his household when he converted 
from the Latin to the Orthodox Church, and the high positions which 
his son Georgii held in the princely administration. Their importance 
is underlined by the fact that both father and son were instated as the 
mentors of ruling Riurikid grand princes’ young sons, boys who were 
themselves to become grand princes of Kiev. Furthermore we saw that 
Georgii had his own service nobility in the shape of boiars and, last but 
not least, that he is given the title of kniaz’, otherwise a prerogative of 
the Riurikids.12

Before attempting to trace our clan to Scandinavia, we shall give an 
overview of the Scandinavian impact on the formation of the Rus’ polity 
and the interaction between Scandinavia and Rus’ up to 1024, which is 
the first date that can be linked to the clan.

Early Scandinavian Power Centers in the East: A Brief 
Prosopographic Outline of the Formation of  
Scandinavian Rus’

Most archaeologists agree that Scandinavians began to enter the east-
European system of rivers by the mid-eighth century at the latest. 
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Nevertheless, it takes more than a century before we can name any indi-
viduals active in this region, and then only on the level of the ruling 
magnates. These represented several Scandinavian power centers, which 
through a process of conquests and alliances combined to form the Rus’ 
polity.13 By listing these centers in the order they were established we also 
get an impression of how this process worked:

1. Kiev. The earliest power center to be mentioned in this region is also 
the most distant. Here we find Askold (Hoskuld) and Dir (Dyri) as 
joint leaders. From Kiev they controlled the Dnepr route to the Black 
Sea, and from there they orchestrated an attack on Byzantium in 
860.14

2. Staraia Ladoga. Later in the ninth century an important power center 
arose in the north, close to the future town of Novgorod, with Riurik 
(Hrorek) and Oleg (Helgi) as its rulers.15 From there they had access 
to both the Volga route towards the Caliphate and the Dnepr route. 
Towards the end of the ninth century, Oleg moved south with the 
infant Igor (Ingvor), reputed to be Riurik’s son. There he defeated 
Askold and Dir, and established himself in Kiev.16 This merger of the 
southern and northern centers essentially constituted the creation of 
the Rus’ polity, evidenced by a number of treaties contracted with 
the Byzantine emperors, first by Oleg in 907/911 and later by Igor’ in 
944.17

3. Pskov. This power center is known from the reported marriage 
between Igor and Olga (Helga) from Pskov in 903. Olga is men-
tioned so prominently that Pskov must have been a separate power 
center.18 From Pskov another river route could be controlled, origi-
nating in the Gulf of Finland and linking up with the Dnepr route via 
the river Narova, Lake Peipus, and the river Velikaia.

4. Polotsk. In order to set himself up as sole ruler of Rus’ during a fratri-
cidal war for power in the 970s, Vladimir Sviatoslavich (St Vladimir, 
d. 1015) launched an attack from his residence in Novgorod against 
his brother Jaropolk in Kiev. However, on his way south Vladimir 
first defeated and killed a man named Rogvolod (Rognvald). Rogvo-
lod had himself arrived from Scandinavia (“iz zamor’ia,” lit. “from 
beyond the sea”) and established his power base at Polotsk on the 
river Dvina/Daugava, from which he controlled the entrance from 
the Baltic Sea to the Dnepr route along this river.19

No Known Links to the Scandinavian Motherland

In the early period of its existence and well into the tenth century, Rus’ 
was politically a Scandinavian-dominated polity. This is demonstrated by 
the previously mentioned treaties contracted with the Byzantine emper-
ors. These treaties mention close to eighty persons who either negotiated 
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the treaties or on whose behalf the treaties were contracted, the over-
whelming majority of whom have names of pure Scandinavian origin.20 
The same is true for the large number of followers who accompanied 
Princess Olga when, in 946 or 957, she visited the Byzantine emperor 
Constantine Porphyrogennetos and was baptized.21

Bearing in mind the significance of the formation of this Scandinavian- 
dominated Rus’ polity to European history, it is remarkable that none 
of the founders of these power centers can be linked to known rul-
ers or magnates in Scandinavia. The only possible exception is Riurik 
(Hrorek), whom some scholars have identified as Rorik, the Danish 
princeling who became a vassal of the Franks as defender of Frisia and 
who died around 880. It is, however, an assumption that is difficult 
to verify.22 The reason is of course the general lack of Scandinavian 
sources from this period.

Trade and control of trade appear to have been the main sources 
of power and wealth for these Scandinavian magnates in the East; in 
order to make the trade system work, they must have retained contacts, 
including those on a personal level, with their countries of origin and 
other participating regions of the Scandinavian motherland. Therefore 
the first generations of these rulers, if not accompanied by wives, may 
have imported them from Scandinavia. There is no evidence of this 
practice during the early period, and the first marital link we know 
of was local: the marriage between Igor’ and Olga. The next example 
occurred two generations later when Vladimir Sviatoslavich, after slay-
ing Rogvolod of Polotsk, took his daughter Rogneda (Ragnheid) by 
force.

This coupling was particularly important for future links to Scandi-
navia; Rogneda was Vladimir’s only wife or concubine of Scandinavian 
origin. Apart from the Byzantine princess Anna, whom Vladimir married 
when he adopted Christianity in 988 or 989, she is his only wife to be 
mentioned by name; and, apart from Anna, she is the only one whose 
death is mentioned in the chronicles (d. 1000).23 Finally, Rogneda was 
probably Vladimir’s favorite; she is reported to have borne him more 
children than any of his other women.

Among Rogneda’s children, four sons are listed in the chronicles.24 Of 
these at least two are important for us with regard to dynastic links with 
Scandinavia. The oldest was probably Iziaslav, whom Vladimir installed 
in Polotsk, where he became the founder of a new Polotsk dynasty. In 
contrast to other nominal principalities under the grand prince of Kiev, 
the Polotsk dynasty obtained a semi-independent status, preserving 
the name “Rogvolod” in the princely family. With its location on the 
Dvina/Daugava, Polotsk must have upheld many links with Scandinavia. 
Although it is believed that a chronicle from Polotsk once existed, it is 
now lost. Therefore we get detailed information about the Polotsk prin-
cipality only from the beginning of the thirteenth century, when Western 



Nordic and Eastern Elites 109

crusaders targeted the region and also introduced local chronicle writ-
ing. Thus, from Henry of Livonia, writing in the 1220s, we know that 
the Polotsk prince at that time had installed princelings in fortified out-
posts along the Dvina/Daugava, thereby securing full control of the river 
until he fell out with the crusaders.25 Even though we have hardly any 
information concerning the intervening period, we know from a variety 
of Western sources that a Danish queen, Sophia Volodarevna (queen of 
Denmark 1157–82, d. 1198), Valdemar the Great’s wife, was a scion of 
the Polotsk dynasty.26

The most important of Vladimir’s sons by Rogneda, with regard to 
both future Russian history and the links between Rus’ and Scandinavia, 
was Jaroslav Vladimirovich (the Wise). Apart from Valdemar the Great’s 
marriage with Sophia, most dynastic links between Rus’ and Scandinavia 
involve Jaroslav or his direct descendants.

Vladimir Sviatoslavich and Olav Tryggvason:  
The First Known Direct Links Between Rulers  
in Rus’ and Scandinavia

From the late tenth century, more or less indigenous sources began to 
cover events in Rus’ and Scandinavia, showing, as we would expect, that 
a mutual awareness existed. This applies both to the Russian chronicles 
that began to be compiled during the eleventh century and to the Norse 
saga literature from the twelfth century onwards, especially the kings’ 
sagas. A significant difference between these two types of sources is that 
the Russian chronicles place events within a partly constructed, superim-
posed, annalistic chronological framework,27 whereas the sagas apply a 
relative chronology. Therefore we cannot be sure of their mutual chro-
nology at this early stage.

The two types of sources differ in another interesting and important 
respect. The Russian chronicles, apart from a few prominent females, 
usually only name male members of the Riurikids and a few magnates 
and members of the highest ecclesiastical hierarchy. Accordingly, we are 
hardly ever given the names of visiting Scandinavians except as members 
of Varangian troops. By contrast, naming people from every social stra-
tum came naturally to the saga writers.

Against this background the two types of sources more or less agree 
on the timing of the first two interactions between ruling houses of Scan-
dinavia and Rus’. Both cases involved activating what we can call the 
“exit option,” one of the advantages of having accumulated social capital 
through established networks, in order to seek asylum and, if possible, 
military support for a comeback. It is, however, uncertain who was first 
to flee his country. What is certain is that Vladimir Sviatoslavich is men-
tioned in both cases and that he was the first Riurikid to be mentioned 
in a Norse source. He was also the first to seek asylum in Scandinavia.
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As the youngest son of Sviatoslav Igorevich (d. 972), Vladimir had 
been placed as auxiliary prince in the still-insignificant Novgorod, sub-
ject to his father in Kiev. However, when Sviatoslav died Vladimir was 
forced into exile in 977 during the battle for the succession between his 
older brothers. The location of the exile is described as somewhere in 
Scandinavia (“za more,” i.e., “beyond the sea”). In 980 Vladimir was 
able to return with an army of Varangians, with which he first conquered 
Novgorod and later Kiev.28

Vladimir’s exile almost coincides with young Olav Tryggvason’s visit 
to Rus’. According to Odd Snorrason’s saga and Heimskringla, Astrid, 
Olav’s mother, hoped to ensure their safety by traveling via Sweden to 
join her brother Sigurd Eiriksson, who is said to have served in Rus’ 
with Vladimir (Valdimar/Valdamarr, etc. in Norse sources). Judging by 
the presumed chronology of Olav’s life this must have happened before 
Vladimir went into exile. At the outset of the journey Olav is said to 
be no more than three years old. Before reaching Rus’, Olav’s ship was 
captured by Estonian Vikings, and he was held in captivity for six years 
before being freed by Sigurd.29 Apart from his name, the Norse sources 
provide no information about Vladimir except that he ruled Rus’ (Garda-
riki) or Novgorod (Holmgard) and fathered Jaroslav, whose description 
in the sagas is much more detailed. For instance, the sagas reveal nothing 
about Vladimir’s exile in Scandinavia. Of course, if it was in Denmark, it 
may easily have been forgotten long before it could have become known 
to the Norse saga writers.30

According to both Odd’s saga and Heimskringla, Olav spent the 
remainder of his youth in Rus’, but the two sources differ in their 
accounts of his adult life. According to Odd, after a short sojourn among 
the Wends, Olav returned to Rus’. He then visited Greece, where he was 
prime-signed before he continued to the British Isles, and from there to 
Norway, where he replaced Haakon Jarl Sigurdsson as ruler.31 Heims-
kringla and other Norse sources, however, omit Olav’s second stay in 
Rus’ and have him travel directly from the Wends to Britain. Perhaps 
they wished to avoid the impression that Olav had adopted Christianity 
in the East.32

Scandinavians Active in Both East and West

In any case, Olav Tryggvason was the first known Scandinavian royal to 
have been active both east and west of the Scandinavian motherland. At 
the time, members of the royal family descended from Harald Fairhair 
were in fierce competition with the clan of the Hlaðir (Lade) earls in 
Norway.

Later, two more Norwegian kings also became active in both the East 
and the West, Olav Haraldsson and his half-brother Harald Sigurdsson. 
However, we have evidence of Scandinavians from a lower level of society 
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who were active in both spheres as well. This applies both to members of 
the clan of the Hlaðir earls and others further down the social ladder. Evi-
dence of the latter’s movement is found on two runestones from Swedish 
territory, while a third mentions two brothers – one who died in the West, 
the other in the East.33 No doubt the persons mentioned belonged to the 
group of local magnates who in the East may well have been members 
of the famed Varangians, perhaps even the imperial Varangian Guard in 
Byzantium, while in the West they most likely took part in the Danish 
conquest of England for which Scandinavian warriors received payment 
(giald) from King Knud.34

The Fratricidal War for the Succession in Rus’ 1015–19 
and Links to Scandinavia

The story of the exit option was about to repeat itself in the next genera-
tion of rulers and pretenders, both as an opportunity and as a last resort. 
In various corners of the Scandinavian commonwealth this period was 
characterized by ever more brutal struggles for the succession, and it also 
saw several attempts to topple rulers – as was about to happen to the 
aging Vladimir Sviatoslavich in 1014. With close links to Scandinavia 
and using his position as auxiliary prince in Novgorod, Vladimir’s sec-
ond son by Rogneda, Jaroslav, prepared an uprising against his father in 
order to separate Novgorod from Kiev. In response, Vladimir got ready 
to attack Jaroslav. Faced with this threat, which might well have led to 
his exile in Scandinavia, just as it had for Vladimir a generation ear-
lier, Jaroslav requested and received Varangian forces from Scandinavia. 
However, before Vladimir had completed his preparations he fell ill and 
died in 1015.35

Vladimir’s death unleashed a violent fratricidal war for the succes-
sion between his many sons, involving different ethnic groups and for-
eign powers in a reflection of the various networks of each contender. 
Even though we do not have the full picture, these networks seem to 
have been linked to both the maternal origins and matrimonial links of 
each son.

We have two sources with fairly detailed information on this conflict. 
The most detailed account is found in Povest’ vremennykh let (PVL, lit. 
“The Tale of Bygone Years”), where traditional chronicle accounts are 
interwoven with hagiographical texts concerning two of the sons slain at 
the outset of the conflict, Boris and Gleb. The other source is a contem-
porary account in Thietmar of Merseburg’s chronicle. Before his death in 
1018, Thietmar managed to record the latest news from Kiev, which he 
received from an observer who accompanied the Polish troops with aux-
iliaries from Hungary and Germany. These forces supported Vladimir’s 
oldest son, Sviatopolk, who was married to a daughter of Duke Bolesław 
the Brave of Poland.
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When Vladimir died, Sviatopolk was present in Kiev. With the help of 
his Pecheneg allies from the steppes, predecessors of the Polovtsians, he 
managed to kill three of his brothers, Boris, Gleb, and Sviatoslav. News 
of the murders reached Jaroslav in Novgorod, and with his Varangi-
ans he was able to defeat Sviatopolk in 1016 and take Kiev. Sviatopolk 
sought refuge with his father-in-law, who saw this as an opportunity 
to extend his power base into Rus’. With the Sviatopolk’s Pechenegs, 
Bolesław managed to defeat Jaroslav in 1018 at the river Bug and retake 
Kiev.36

By and large the accounts in the Russian chronicles agree with those 
of Thietmar. However, Thietmar’s account ends with Sviatopolk and 
Bolesław still in control of Kiev.37 Soon after Thietmar stopped writing, 
Jaroslav managed to advance on Kiev with freshly imported Varangians, 
once more forcing Sviatopolk to flee to Poland, where he died.38

The First Known Direct Matrimonial Links Across  
the Scandinavian Commonwealth

The Russian chronicles never inform us of the origin of the Varangians 
who were called in by the Riurikids. However, among the last news Thi-
etmar received from his observer in Kiev is a note on the presence of a 
potent force of “fast-moving Danes” who had been able to resist the 
many Pecheneg attacks and also defeat other enemies.39 In his chroni-
cle, Thietmar distinguished between “Northmans,” the general term for 
Scandinavians, and Danes, with whom he was well acquainted. There-
fore there is no reason to doubt that these Varangians were indeed Danes. 
The Varangians mentioned here must represent those called in by either 
Jaroslav or his father, Vladimir. Their Danish origin probably reflects the 
military power of the Danish kings at that time.40 In any case, these “fast-
moving Danes” may well be linked to one of the two earliest known 
direct dynastic links between Rus’ and Scandinavia.

In book II, chapter 54 (52) of his Chronicle of the Hamburg Bishops, 
Adam of Bremen entered a short account of Knud the Great’s seizure of 
the English crown. Here, Adam lists a number of matrimonial contracts 
that were part of the kinship web Knud formed in order to secure the loy-
alty of the English and Normans. Knud himself married his predecessor’s 
widow, Emma, a sister of Duke Richard of Normandy, to whom Knud 
then offered his sister, Margaret[-Estrid]. When Richard repudiated her, 
Knud gave her to Duke Ulf “of England” instead. Ulf’s sister Gytha was 
married to Earl Godwin of Wessex. Adam recorded some of the children 
from these marriages – those who had risen to prominence by the time of 
his writing c. 1070. Thus, Ulf and Margaret had sons Svend and Bjørn, 
while Godwin and Gytha had Sweyn, Tostig, and Harold. This demon-
strates that Knud the Great used matrimonial links to stabilize the rule 
of his widespread empire, both horizontally by creating bonds with other 
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princely houses and vertically by forming links between his relatives and 
local aristocracies in his various polities.

To this account, Adam added the particularly interesting scholion 39, 
in which he tells us that “Knud gave his sister Estrid in marriage to the 
son of the king of Russia.”41 Considering Adam’s claim to have received 
information directly from Estrid’s son, King Svend Estridsen, we cannot 
disregard this statement. However, the point in Estrid’s marital career at 
which this Russian union occurred remains unclear. It is unlikely to have 
been a third marriage, taking place after King Knud had Ulf the Earl 
killed in 1026,42 a time when it would have been difficult to find Estrid a 
suitable Rus’ husband. More importantly, with her large donation to the 
cathedral of Roskilde after Ulf’s death, Estrid became such an important 
person in Denmark that it is hardly feasible that such a late marriage 
would have gone unmentioned in Norse sources, and we would expect 
Svend Estridsen to have been better informed. Therefore, the Russian 
union is more likely to have been her first marriage, and her husband 
could have been one of Vladimir Sviatoslavich’s many sons killed during 
the war of succession, leaving her free to be part of the Norman deal. It 
could also have been Jaroslav Vladimirovich’s son from an early mar-
riage, Ilia, who soon disappeared from the sources.43 Either way, this 
union could also explain the presence of Danish Varangians in Kiev in 
1018.

It would also be contemporaneous with the marriage, his second at 
least, that Jaroslav contracted with Ingegerd, the daughter of the Swed-
ish king Olof Skötkonung. This is mentioned both by Adam of Bremen44 
and Snorri. By then another of Olof’s daughters, Holmfrid, had already 
married Svein, a son of the old Hlaðir earl Haakon Sigurdsson, as part of 
an alliance that became apparent at the Battle at Svoldr in 1000, where 
Olav Tryggvason lost his life.45 Through his marriage, Jaroslav therefore 
formed a kinship link to the Hlaðir earls. However, before Ingegerd mar-
ried Jaroslav she had already been wooed by Olav Haraldsson, who in 
1015 had replaced the Hlaðir earls as ruler of Norway. With Ingegerd 
gone to Rus’, Olav had to settle for her half-sister Astrid. Accordingly, 
within a few years a kinship web was formed which comprised rulers of 
all three Scandinavian kingdoms, including Knud the Great’s England 
and Jaroslav’s Rus’. With regard to the dynastic link between Olof and 
Olav, this can perhaps be seen as at least a temporary nullification of the 
alliance Olof had had with the Hlaðir earls. However, even if the forma-
tion of this kinship web represented a change of allegiance, awareness of 
the earlier links, and the alliances that had brought them about, lingered 
on and could be reactivated if the need arose.

The kinship web that was now formed is perhaps best known for its 
role as the escape route used by the Norwegians when they had to activate 
their exit option. This applies to the three successive kings, Olav Haralds-
son, Magnus Olavsson, and Harald Sigurdsson, as well as members of 
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the clan of the Hlaðir earls, their competitors for power in Norway. This 
movement was partly dependent on the fluctuating strength of Knud the 
Great’s North Sea empire and his ability to exercise influence in Norway. 
Accordingly, we no longer hear of princelings from Rus’ seeking refuge in 
Scandinavia; it was now Scandinavians who found a safe haven in Rus’ 
when circumstances at home forced them to flee.

In some cases, a Scandinavian ruler forced an exit option upon a rival 
as a humane alternative to killing them! We find two examples of this 
merciful approach, both linked to Knud the Great’s conquest of England. 
According to Adam of Bremen, King Knud sent the two sons of his imme-
diate predecessor, Edmund Ironside, into exile in Rus’.46 The second case 
is, however, more relevant here. Olav Haraldsson, who had originally 
sided with Knud before they fell out in 1015, decided to go to Norway 
and claim the crown. Upon his arrival in Norway, Olav managed to cap-
ture Earl Haakon Eiriksson, who at that time ruled the country on behalf 
of the Danes. Promising not to oppose Olav, Haakon was allowed to go 
into exile with Knud in England, an act of mercy Olav must later have 
come to regret.47

The Battle at Listven’ – Haakon the Blind, or  
the Handsome?

By the early 1020s most of Vladimir Sviatoslavich’s sons had been lost to 
the fratricidal war for the succession. Jaroslav Vladimirovich had gained 
control over Kiev and most of Rus’ to the north including Novgorod. To 
the south, however, one of Vladimir’s two sons by the name of Mstislav 
had a strong position as prince of Tmutarakan’, a principality on the 
shores of the Sea of Azov, separated from the rest of Rus’ by steppes. He 
had not been part of the struggle for the succession in 1015–19 but had 
strengthened his position in the early 1020s by defeating neighboring 
tribes. In 1023, with Jaroslav in distant Novgorod, Mstislav decided to 
move northwards into Rus’ proper with Khazar auxiliaries.48 In 1024 he 
arrived at Kiev but was not admitted into the city. Instead he established 
himself in nearby Chernigov.

Faced with this treat, Jaroslav once again sent overseas for Varangian 
troops. The request was answered with the arrival of Haakon the Blind at 
the head of a Varangian force; the same Haakon who expelled his nephew 
Sigmund in the first tale of the Paterikon of the Kievan Caves Monas-
tery. The battle ended in defeat for Jaroslav and Haakon. While Haakon 
immediately went back home, Jaroslav decided to retain Novgorod as his 
residence, only moving to Kiev after Mstislav died in 1036.49

The description of Haakon in the chronicle is unusual in both men-
tioning his name and including a number of his characteristics. Most 
remarkable is, of course, his alleged but dubious blindness. This trait may 
actually be the result of a mistake in the transmission of the chronicle 
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text, as pointed out in the nineteenth century. It seems that the term slepъ 
(“blind”) in a manuscript, customarily written without word division, 
had been mistaken for sьlepъ, which with modern word division would 
be sь (the) lepъ (handsome), turning Haakon’s blindness into beauty.

Another unusual feature is that Haakon is given the title “prince” 
(kniaz’), otherwise a prerogative of the Riurikids, as mentioned previ-
ously with regard to the same title being assigned to Georgii Simonovich, 
the son of Haakon’s nephew. This places Haakon on par with Jaroslav 
himself among the highest aristocratic stratum of rulers with close links 
to royalty. Among the contemporary Haakons who are known to us, 
one in particular stands out: Haakon Eiriksson of the clan of the Hlaðir 
earls.50 We met him in 1015 when, as joint ruler of Norway on behalf of 
Knud the Great, he was captured by Olav Haraldsson and sent into exile 
in England. With Svend Forkbeard as his grandfather – his mother was 
Gytha Svendsdaughter – Earl Haakon Eiriksson was closely linked to the 
Danish royal family. While in England Haakon had been in Knud’s ser-
vice and appears in various capacities with the title dux or earl, depend-
ing on the language.51 When Olav Haraldsson was expelled from Norway 
in 1028, Haakon was once more installed as ruler, and he continued to 
have good relations with King Knud, whose niece he married just before 
he drowned on his way back to Norway in 1029 or 1030, a disaster for 
King Knud’s hold on Norway.52

By 1024 Knud’s hold on his empire had probably become sufficiently 
stable for him to allow Earl Haakon to absent himself on an expedition 
in Rus’ as head of a detachment of Varangians recruited by their kinsman 
Jaroslav Vladimirovich in order to help him in the struggle for supremacy 
in Rus’. Here his appearance had clearly caught the imagination of the 
author or compiler of the PVL.53

If we identify Haakon Eiriksson as Sigmund’s uncle, and attempt to 
understand this course of events in a feasible contemporary situation, 
Alfrik was probably Haakon’s half-brother with a life in Norway, where 
he may have sided with Olav Haraldson and gone into exile with him 
when Haakon returned as Norwegian ruler in 1028.

The Clan, Links to Scandinavia, and  
the Fragmentation of Rus’

In Rus’ our clan was linked to four generations of Riurikid rulers. Sig-
mund was received by Prince Jaroslav and instated as mentor for his 
favorite son Vsevolod (c. 1030–1093). Later Vsevolod’s son Vladimir 
Monomakh (1053–1125) instated Sigmund’s son Georgii in a similar 
capacity for his son Jurii Dolgorukii (c. 1099–1157).

Even though Vsevolod was only Jaroslav and Ingegerd’s fourth son, 
it was for him that Jaroslav secured the most prominent wife, a daugh-
ter or close relative of the reigning Byzantine emperor, Constantine IX 
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Monomachos. It was from this marriage that the most powerful branch 
of the Riurikids originated, and it was their children, grandchildren, and 
great-grandchildren who upheld the closest relations with the Scandina-
vian world and also linked the Scandinavian royal houses with Byzantium.

To avoid another violent fratricidal war of succession among his sons, 
Jaroslav instituted a system of succession by seniority, so that his three 
oldest surviving sons by Ingegerd, with Vsevolod as the youngest, acted 
as a triumvirate. We meet this triumvirate, along with Sigmund, in 1068. 
The oldest son resided as grand prince in Kiev, the next in Chernigov, and 
the third in Pereiaslavl’-Russkii. When a member of the triumvirate died, 
a younger brother would succeed him, a custom which was carried on by 
the next generation.54

By 1078 both of Vsevolod’s two older brothers had died and as grand 
prince of Kiev he was now able to concentrate power into the hands 
of himself and his son, Vladimir Monomakh. They consolidated their 
power by managing to install Vladimir’s twelve-year-old son, Mstislav-
Harald, as prince in Novgorod in 1088. The family thereby secured their 
portion of the wealth Novgorod’s growing trade with western Europe 
brought to both the city and its prince.

It was Vsevolod who renewed the tradition of forming matrimonial 
links with the Scandinavian world. With Svend Estridsen as go-between, 
he married his oldest son, Vladimir Monomakh, to Gytha, daughter 
of the last Anglo-Saxon king, Harold Godwinson. Gytha was a grand-
daughter of King Svend’s aunt, and both she and her brothers had fled to 
Svend after their father’s death at Hastings in 1066.55

In turn, Vladimir Monomakh married his first son, Mstislav (1076–
1132, called “Harald” in Norse sources after his grandfather), to Kris-
tina, daughter of the Swedish king Inge Stenkilsson. Another of King 
Inge’s daughters, Margrete Fredkulla, first married the Norwegian king 
Magnus Barefoot and, after his death in 1103, the Danish king Niels. 
Thus we have a very closely knit kinship web comprising the leading 
princely family among the Riurikids and all the Scandinavian king-
doms. This web was extended in the next generation, when, among the 
daughters of Mstislav and Kristina, Ingeborg married Knud Lavard, 
Malmfrid first married the Norwegian king Sigurd Jorsalfar and later 
the Danish king Erik Emune, while a third daughter in 1122 married 
a son of the Byzantine emperor.56 So even though we have no knowl-
edge of links between our clan and Scandinavia after its exile – which 
we could not really expect considering the nature of the sources – it is 
likely that both Sigmund and his son Georgii were involved in facilitat-
ing these links.

However, with the death of Mstislav-Harald in 1132 the fragmenta-
tion of Rus’ as a political entity accelerated. Novgorod severed its links 
with Kiev and began to elect its princes from among the many branches 
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of the Riurikid family. At the same time, the political center in Rus’ 
moved from Kiev to the northeast, where Vladimir-Suzdal’ became the 
new center: a process spearheaded by Vladimir Monomakh’s younger 
son, Jurii Dolgorukii, in which Sigmund’s son Georgii, as Jurii’s mentor, 
may have played a part as tysiatskii in Suzdal’ and Rostov.57

These political changes in Rus’ more or less ended the tradition of 
forming dynastic links between Scandinavia and Rus’. Scandinavian 
interests in Rus’ were now focused on Novgorod as a trading center. 
With the Novgorodian princes being rapidly elected and expelled, mak-
ing matrimonial agreements with them made no political sense. The fact 
that Valdemar the Great nevertheless married a Russian princess in 1157 
was the result of internal Scandinavian politics.58

Final Reflections

Our clan seems to be unique, which is surprising considering the massive 
presence of Scandinavians or people of Scandinavian descent involved in 
the formation of the Rus’ polity in the tenth century. Although many of 
these individuals probably upheld links to the Scandinavian motherland, 
they are difficult to identify in Russian sources. With the advent of Chris-
tianity, a system of Christian name-giving based on the use of Church 
Slavonic as lingua franca became dominant. Individuals are seldom 

Figure 6.1 Lineage of the Riurikid dynasty



Figure 6.3 Olof Skötkonung in the kinship web

Figure 6.4 Knut the Great’s kinship web

Figure 6.2 Lineage of the Hlaðir earls
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mentioned by names other than their (Orthodox) Christian ones – as 
in the case of our Georgii Simonovich. Therefore it becomes difficult to 
distinguish persons of Scandinavian origin from those of Finnic, Baltic, 
or East Slavic origin, who together combined to form the Rus’ polity.59
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7 Contact and Continuity
England and the Scandinavian 
Elites in the Early Middle Ages

Marie Bønløkke Missuno

Scandinavian activities in England are well documented. From the Viking 
raids of the ninth century to the Scandinavian settlement that followed, 
the early medieval period witnessed the formation of significant links 
across the North Sea.1 These connections were actively created, main-
tained, and utilized by groups and individuals engaged in processes of 
political, economic, and cultural exchange. In the early eleventh century, 
with the 1016 conquest of England by Knud II the Great, the kingdoms 
of England and Denmark – and later Norway and Sweden – were united 
under one ruler, and links across the North Sea multiplied and intensified 
to the point where it is possible to contemplate the existence of an Anglo-
Scandinavian (or Anglo-Danish) elite with a shared identity and activities 
on both sides of the North Sea.2

The close bonds created during the reign of Knud are rarely explored 
beyond the death of his son and successor, Hardeknud – and with it the 
final collapse of a joint North Sea realm in 1042. Close to three decades 
later, the events of the year 1066 are traditionally credited as the end of 
the Anglo-Scandinavian connections that had originated in the Viking 
period. The Battle of Stamford Bridge, in which the Norwegian King 
Harald Hardrada was defeated by the English king Harold II Godwin-
son, is often considered to be the end of the Viking Age; this is a truth 
with moderations. Scandinavian expeditions to England were mounted 
from Denmark in 1069–70, 1075, and 1085, although this final cam-
paign never left the Danish shores. Nevertheless, the strict periodization 
of 1066 is often encountered in textbooks dealing with the world of the 
Vikings.3

In English historiography the Battle of Hastings in 1066 and the Nor-
man Conquest that followed are similarly argued to constitute a breaking 
point in history, and though there is no disputing the fact that the Nor-
man invasion did have a significant impact on English society, various 
projects have also highlighted areas of continuity.4 However, it remains 
clear that the cultural distance between England and Scandinavia – once 
closely linked on multiple levels – gradually widened as Norman settle-
ment and power was consolidated and the Anglo-Saxon elite submitted 
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and were integrated into the new order. The Icelandic author of the late 
thirteenth-century Gunnlaugs saga Ormstungu put this sense of loss of 
a shared identity into words when he wrote that the same tongue was 
once spoken in England, Norway, and Denmark, but the English tongue 
changed when William the Bastard won the country and thereafter val-
ska (“Welsh,” i.e., foreign, but especially used for the French language) 
was spoken there.5

This chapter explores the continuity and transformation of relations 
between the upper elite strata of England and Scandinavia across the 
divide of 1066. While some contacts may be seen as an extension and 
continuation of the networks forged during the Viking period and the 
North Sea empire under Knud the Great, others were the result of new 
opportunities and developments in England as well as in Scandinavia.

The Godwinson Dynasty

The bonds between the Scandinavian and English elites that character-
ized the eleventh century, and the ways in which they were utilized, are 
most clearly demonstrated by the connections of the Anglo-Danish fam-
ily of the Godwinsons. Through the contracting of two marriages during 
the early years of the reign of Knud the Great, the English earl Godwine 
became intimately linked to the Danish royal house (Figure 7.1). Adam 

Figure 7.1  Dynastic links between the Godwinsons and the Danish royal house. 
Kings in bold.
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of Bremen’s Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae Pontificum, written in the 
1070s, reports how Knud, king of the Danes, gave his sister Estrid in mar-
riage to Ulf. Although Adam describes Ulf as dux Angliae, it is unlikely 
(when the Scandinavian tradition is taken into account)6 that this is a 
reference to English descent.7 Rather, it alludes to Adam’s belief that Ulf 
held some form of office in England under Knud, although his area of 
responsibility remains unknown.8 In the English documentary evidence, 
the signature of Ulf dux first occurs in a charter dated 1022,9 but his 
background and early career is difficult to establish until he emerges as 
one of the most powerful Danish earls in the late 1020s, when he became 
regent of Denmark in the absence of Knud the Great.

Following the marriage of Estrid and Ulf, Adam informs us that Knud 
then proceeded to marry Ulf’s sister, Gyda, to the English earl Godwine.10 
The origins of Earl Godwine himself are unknown, but he appears to 
have been of relatively modest descent, though he may have held some 
position at the court of the English king Æthelred the Unready.11 In any 
case, Godwine seems to have been well placed to take advantage of the 
Danish takeover, and he soon rose to prominence under Knud. He first 
witnessed a charter as an earl in 1018, and from 1023 he took the posi-
tion of first attestor after the king.12 From this point onwards he was the 
most prominent earl in England.13

The Vita Ædwardi Regis, written in the late 1060s by a monk of 
presumably Flemish origin, tells us that Godwine’s position with the 
new king was due to his being “the most cautious in counsel and the 
most active . . . in war” (cum consilio cautissimus, tum bellicis [. . .] 
strenuissimus).14 The Vita Ædwardi, contrary to its title, reads more 
like a panegyric for Earl Godwine than a hagiography of King Edward. 
The text was commissioned by the widowed Queen Edith, Godwine’s 
daughter, shortly after the death of the king in 1066.15 Amid much 
laud and exoneration, the anonymous author provides us with valuable 
information on the parts Godwine played, not only in Knud’s English 
kingdom, but in Denmark as well. The earl had a central position in 
the Anglo-Scandinavian network and appears to have fully integrated 
himself into the Scandinavian elite, although he may also have acted 
as a mediator between Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon factions. Of a 
journey to Denmark on which Godwine accompanied Knud, the hagi-
ographer writes:

Here the king tested more closely his wisdom, here his perseverance, 
here his courage in war, and here the strength of this nobleman. He 
also found out how profound he was in eloquence, and what advan-
tage it would be to him in his newly acquired kingdom if he were 
to bind him more closely to him by means of some fitting reward. 
Consequently he admitted the man, whom he had tested in this way 
for so long, to his council and gave him his sister as wife. And when 
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Godwin returned home, having performed all things well, he was 
appointed by him earl and office-bearer of almost all the kingdom.16

The marriage between Gyda and Godwine created the most promi-
nent Anglo-Scandinavian family of the eleventh century. Together the 
couple had at least six sons and three daughters. It is noteworthy that 
of Godwine’s nine children, five – Swein, Harold, Tostig, Gyrth, and  
Gunnhild – were given Scandinavian names, highlighting the importance 
of the Danish connection in Godwine’s life and career. Pursuing the evi-
dence of the personal names further, it is interesting to note that the pref-
erence for Danish names continues on in the generation of Godwine’s 
grandchildren – among the children of Harold Godwinson we find the 
names Magnus, Gyda, and Gunnhild.17 Early medieval naming practices 
were highly conservative and bound up in social and cultural networks 
and affiliations. Most often children were named after relations, be they 
familial, religious, or of a patron-client type.18 There is reason, therefore, 
to take notice when entirely new names enter into a family, as this sug-
gests a break of some sort. In the case of the Godwine dynasty, the names 
Swein, Harold, Gyrth, and Gunnhild honor a particular link with the 
most prominent Scandinavian families, including the royal house; as the 
names are carried down through several generations we must assume 
that this was an association that Godwine and his descendants wished 
to uphold and express. It is important to note that Godwine’s connec-
tions with Denmark were not unilateral but also created opportunities in 
England for members of the Danish elite. At least one of the children of 
Ulf and Estrid, Bjorn, gained a position in England through Godwine.19

Connections in Use

The sources attesting to the bonds between Scandinavian and English 
families in the mid-eleventh century are predominantly of English origin 
and it is consequently difficult to assess how these connections worked 
and were utilized in a Scandinavian context. Some members of the Scan-
dinavian elite may have used their English contacts to go abroad and 
gain high position, wealth, and experience. Bjorn Estridsen provides an 
example. Around 1045 he was awarded an earldom in the East Midlands 
under Edward the Confessor, and the same year he attested three royal 
charters as Beorn dux. His name immediately follows the names of the 
Godwinsons.20

Their English connections brought the Scandinavian elites into con-
tact with a culture and society in which supranational institutions were 
firmly established in a way that was not present in Scandinavia, and 
this provided an opportunity for the transfer of new ideas, models, and 
technologies. Clear examples of how the Scandinavian elites used this 
social resource are few and far between, but a possible case is found in 
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Roskilde, Denmark. On a hill overlooking what was once the central 
Viking Age harbor and the boundaries of the medieval town, the church 
of St Clement (now Skt. Jørgensbjerg) hides the remnants of a previ-
ous church dated to the period 1029–35.21 This early building exhibits 
clear architectural links to Anglo-Saxon England and, as the technique of 
building in stone was not yet known in Denmark, it is generally accepted 
that the church was built by English masons.22 The main agent in bring-
ing these masons to Denmark is most likely to have been Estrid, sister of 
Knud the Great, Ulf’s wife, and mother of King Svend Estridsen.

According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, in the year 1026, Ulf, who 
had been awarded the rule of Denmark in Knud’s absence, joined a cam-
paign against the Anglo-Danish king alongside kings Olav Haraldsson 
of Norway and Anund Jakob of Sweden.23 The outcome of the ensuing 
Battle of the Holy River is disputed, but accounts generally agree that Ulf 
survived the battle only to be killed by Knud in Roskilde shortly after. 
The Chronicon Roskildense, written in 1137–38, relates how the murder 
took place in church as Ulf was attending matins. The anonymous author 
adds that the widowed Estrid gave her husband an honorable funeral 
and that she had the old wooden church replaced by a new one built 
in stone.24 It seems reasonable to argue that Estrid would have engaged 
English masons for the erection of this church. Estrid’s church, however, 
is unlikely to be the church of St Clement, which is located outside the 
center of medieval Roskilde. Instead, it was probably erected on the royal 
estate in the area surrounding the present-day cathedral, although no 
clear evidence has been found. Olsen has hypothesized that the masons, 
when they had finished their work on Estrid’s church, moved to the hill 
near the harbor to build the church of St Clement.25

The Anglo-Scandinavian Network c. 1066

The personal relationships created between the English and Danish elites, 
and exemplified here by the Godwinsons, were part of a larger network 
of Anglo-Scandinavian connections in which one set of bonds could lead 
to further connections. This becomes especially evident in the events 
leading up to the Norman Conquest of 1066. The Battle of Stamford 
Bridge, which took place only weeks before the decisive battle at Hast-
ings between the English and an invading army led by William of Nor-
mandy, brought the English king Harold against a Norwegian army led 
by Harald Hardrada. Harold, son of Godwine, had assumed the English 
throne upon the death of Edward the Confessor, but his legitimacy was 
contested on several fronts.

Harald Hardrada’s perceived claim to the English throne ran through 
Denmark. According to the Chronicon Roskildense and the twelfth-century 
Ágrip af Nóregskonungasögum, Hardeknud, son of Knud the Great, and 
Magnus, son of Olav Haraldsson, had reached an agreement whereby the 
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one who lived longer was to inherit the kingdom from the other, but each 
would rule his own kingdom while they both lived.26 As the successor to 
the throne of Magnus in Norway, Harald extended his claim to the throne 
of Denmark but was held back by Svend  Estridsen (r. 1047–76). In this 
conflict, the Danish king looked to his English  connections for assistance. 
The Chronicle of John of Worcester relates:

Swein, king of the Danes, sent envoys to Edward, asking him to send 
naval assistance, but although Earl Godwine was willing for at least 
fifty ships to be sent, Earl Leofric and the people with one voice 
opposed it.27

Despite the refusal of help from England, Svend managed to defend his 
kingdom against repeated attacks from Norway, and in 1064 he and 
Harald entered peace negotiations. Harald then turned his attention 
towards England, where he claimed that as the successor of Magnus, 
who had been the rightful heir of Hardeknud, he also had a legitimate 
right to the English throne.28 The events of 1066 are inextricably linked 
to the Godwinson dynasty and their connections to Scandinavia. For 
the attack on England in 1066 Harald had entered into an alliance with 
Tostig Godwinson, a brother of Harold. The movements of Tostig in the 
years leading up to Stamford Bridge exemplify how links between the 
English and Scandinavian elites went beyond those created through mar-
riage or blood.

In 1055 Tostig had been made earl of Northumbria.29 His rule north of 
the Humber is commented favorably in the Vita Ædwardi, and he and his 
Flemish wife, Judith, are remembered as generous patrons in Simeon of 
Durham’s history of the Church in Durham, written between 1104 and 
1107.30 In 1065, however, the Northumbrians rose up against Tostig and 
the earl went into exile.31 The Vita Ædwardi describes how the deposed 
earl went to his mother to say his farewells and then proceeded to Flan-
ders with his wife, children, and a company of thegns.32 Snorri Sturluson, 
in his saga of Harald Sigurdson (i.e., Harald Hardrada), maintained that 
Tostig then traveled to Denmark and later to Norway in order to secure 
the support of his cousin, the Danish king Svend, against his brother  
Harold – who by then had been made king of the English following the 
death of Edward the Confessor.33 According to Snorri, the Danish king 
offered Tostig an earldom but did not extend his help to an attack on 
England.34 Snorri may have constructed the exchange between Tostig and 
Svend to suit his narrative purposes, but we should not wholly dismiss 
the possibility that such an offer, or something similar, could or did take 
place. The story of Tostig’s visit to Denmark is omitted in an account 
of the earl’s movements given by the twelfth-century Anglo-Norman 
chronicler Orderic Vitalis, who instead asserts that Tostig went to see 
Duke William of Normandy to enlist his help in disputing his brother’s 
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claim to the throne.35 All accounts agree, however, that Tostig proceeded 
to Norway, where he entered into an alliance with Harald Hardrada.36 
What followed is well known. The Norwegian forces were defeated at 
Stamford Bridge on 25 September, but only days later King Harold God-
winson was faced with a Norman invasion led by William the Bastard, 
soon to be known as the Conqueror, and at the Battle of Hastings on 14 
October the Normans were victorious.

English Exiles in Scandinavia

In the aftermath of the Norman Conquest a significant number of Eng-
lishmen sought refuge in Scandinavia. They were survivors fleeing the 
Battle of Hastings, retreating to regroup, seek support, and gather the 
strength to return. According to William of Malmesbury, members of  
the English elite left England for Ireland and Denmark, where they assem-
bled armies.37 William of Jumièges, biographer of the Norman dukes and 
a contemporary of William the Conqueror, writes that the Anglo-Saxons 
sent messengers to Denmark and that some went into exile after 1066.38 
Although this early wave of exiles may have included women and chil-
dren, it is unlikely that anyone regarded their status as being anything 
but temporary. It is also possible that the exiles did not stay in Denmark 
throughout this initial period of expatriation but remained mobile in 
their efforts to gather forces to return to England.39

The sons of the defeated Harold Godwinson, along with the rest of 
the remaining members of the Godwinson dynasty, are some of the most 
prominent and best documented exiles of the period. Their different 
paths provide illuminating examples of the role of North Sea connec-
tions in the struggles of the Anglo-Saxon nobility in the wake of the 
Norman Conquest. Judith of Flanders, the wife of Harold’s brother, Earl 
Tostig, presumably left the country before the turmoil of 1066. The year 
before, as a result of the rebellion against Tostig’s rule of Northumbria, 
the family had fled to St Omer, where they were welcomed by Judith’s 
half-brother, Count Baldwin of Flanders.40 E. A. Freeman and later Frank 
Barlow have argued that Tostig’s sons can be identified as Skuli and Ketil, 
the two brothers of noble English kin who, according to Snorri’s saga 
of Harald Sigurdson, were taken to Norway by Olav Kyrre after their 
father’s defeat at Stamford Bridge.41 Considering Tostig’s alliance with 
Harald Hardrada it is not entirely impossible that his sons (if they were 
of age) would have sought refuge there.42

The remaining members of the Godwinson family had remained loyal 
to Harold throughout the troubles of 1066. His brothers Gyrth and 
Leofwine died alongside him in the Battle of Hastings.43 The surviving 
Godwinsons and their descendants were left in a difficult situation after 
the Norman invasion. Harold’s sons, Godwine, Edmund, and Magnus, 
fled to Ireland, where they gathered their forces to return to England 
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in the following years. In 1068 they arrived with a fleet in Somerset, 
but after a few battles they returned to Ireland.44 The same pattern was 
repeated the following year.45 At this point the sons of Harold Godwin-
son are lost from the insular annals, but they reappear in Denmark in 
Saxo’s history of the Danes:

His [Harold’s] two sons departed with all speed for Denmark accom-
panied by their sister. Sven, overlooking their father’s true deserts, 
received them with the kind of affection that befits relatives and gave 
the girl in marriage to the Russian king, Valdemar, who was also 
known as Yaroslav by his people.46

It is puzzling how Saxo, who is otherwise rarely well informed on either 
the eleventh century or English history, should have acquired this knowl-
edge. Conceivably, the story could have been maintained in the tradition 
of the Danish royal house, which would thus indicate the English past as 
something worth upholding. Saxo’s story may also be connected to the 
arrival of another prominent Anglo-Danish figure in Denmark.

After the Norman invasion, Gyda, the widow of Earl Godwine and 
mother of the defeated King Harold, initially retired to the family estate 
in Exeter. However, during the spring of 1068 William the Conqueror 
went into Devonshire and besieged Exeter, so she was forced to flee to 
the island of Flat Holm in the Severn. According to the Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle, Gyda was accompanied by many distinguished men’s wives, 
and Orderic Vitalis adds that she had collected (and brought with her) 
a great store of treasure.47 It is highly likely that her daughter Gunnhild 
and granddaughter Gyda (the daughter of Harold Godwinson, who is 
mentioned by Saxo) were among the ladies in the company.48 From Flat 
Holm they moved on to St Omer in Flanders, but from there their move-
ments are more difficult to follow. Timothy Bolton has brought atten-
tion to a small lead plaque dedicated to Gunnhild, found in 1786 in the 
now-destroyed cathedral church of St Donatian in Bruges.49 Part of the 
inscription reads:

Gunnhild, born of noble parents of English descent: her father, Earl 
Godwine, under which lord the greatest part of England served, her 
mother, Gyda, sprung from a famous Danish family. . . . And now 
when she had reached a marriageable age, since England had been 
conquered by William, count of the Normans, and her brother Har-
old, king of the English, had been slain by the same, she abandoned 
her native land and was exiled for some years at Saint-Omer in Flan-
ders. . . . From there she went over to Bruges, and stayed here for 
several years, and thence crossed into Denmark. When she returned 
to this place, the virgin took up residence with the Lord, in the year 
of the incarnation of the Lord 1087.50
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That Gunnhild continued from Flanders to Denmark, and the fact that 
the three children of Harold Godwinson made their way there as well, 
increases the possibility that this was also the destination of the older 
Gyda.51

No written records exist to tell us what happened to the members of 
the Godwinson family and their followers who went to Denmark in the 
aftermath of the Norman Conquest, but a model for land acquisition by 
English exiles elsewhere in Scandinavia could provide hints. The earli-
est Icelandic chronicle of the medieval kings of Norway, Morkinskinna, 
reports how the Norwegian king Olav Kyrre (who also housed an Eng-
lish cleric by the name of Turgot who had fled the captivity of William 
the Conqueror) offered an earldom to Skuli, son of Tostig Godwinson. 
Skuli refused the offer in favor of a grant of land.52 Both opportunities – 
land and position – appear to have been available to at least the most 
prominent of the Anglo-Saxon exiles in Scandinavia, but the effect of the 
arrival of people of English origin or with strong English connections in 
Scandinavia is difficult to ascertain. It may be argued that the number of 
links between England and Scandinavia increased on a strictly personal 
level, but how they could be converted into an active resource remains 
unknown.

Those who had left England permanently are likely to have been those 
whose opportunities in England under Norman rule were exhausted. The 
nature of the bonds consequently changed. The dynastic links between 
England and Scandinavia exemplified by the Godwinson dynasty appear 
to have lost their significance, and in some cases to have come to an end, 
when Anglo-Saxon rebellions against Norman rule subsided and no fur-
ther campaigns of re-conquest were mounted from Scandinavia. In place 
of the very personal and familial ties which had dominated the Anglo-
Scandinavian elite network since the reign of Knud the Great, a range of 
more formal and institutional bonds emerged. Some of these had existed 
before, and nearly all were founded on the basis of the closer connections 
of the preceding decades.

Ecclesiastical Connections

The ecclesiastical links are the ones most clearly documented in the 
extant sources. The role of English missionaries in the earliest phases 
of the Christianization of Scandinavia is well documented.53 Connec-
tions between England and the Norwegian Church extended well into 
the High Middle Ages. Rainald, the first bishop of Stavanger, consecrated 
sometime in the 1120s, is likely to have been of English origin.54 He 
is mentioned briefly in the collections of kings’ sagas Fagrskinna and 
Morkinskinna, as well as in Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla, though 
only the latter identifies him as English.55 The connection between Eng-
land and the Church in Stavanger is supported by the architecture of the 
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cathedral – which shows strong English influence – and by the dedication 
of the cathedral to the English St Swithun; the cathedral is known to 
have possessed a relic of the saint.56 Similarly, a number of architectural 
features on fragments from the Nidaros Cathedral testify to a connection 
with the masons of the York Minster workshop in the 1170s.57 Further-
more, in the years 1181–82 Oystein, the archbishop of Nidaros, was in 
exile at the monastery of Bury St Edmunds in England.58 The Church 
in Sweden appears to have had similar links – some of which may have 
extended through Norway or Denmark – though these are often more 
difficult to date.59

In Denmark, the appointment of English bishops also continued after 
the Norman Conquest, and English influence is well attested, especially in 
Odense.60 The main sources for these connections are a number of literary 
pieces written in Denmark in the period c. 1095–1113 and  collectively 
known as the Odense literature. The works all relate to the sanctification 
of Knud IV the holy (r. 1080–86) and bear witness to links to England 
on several levels.

Knud himself had been in England on multiple occasions. The first 
attested journey took place in 1069, when the future king crossed the 
North Sea as part of a fleet under the leadership of his uncle Asbjorn.61 
The force ravaged York in support of an English rebellion against the 
Normans and then spent the winter between the Ouse and the Trent.62 
When spring arrived they went south into the Fenlands, where they again 
supported the local resistance before they returned home.63 In 1075 Knud 
himself led a fleet to England, presumably in response to a call for assis-
tance from a group of English earls who were plotting a rebellion against 
their king. But by the time the Danes arrived in England the planned 
rebellion had been dissolved and the ringleaders captured. The fleet then 
proceeded to York, where they broke into the Minster and seized a large 
amount of treasure, then sailed overseas to Flanders before continuing 
home.64 Ten years later, when Knud had ascended to the Danish throne, 
he planned a final attack on England, but this time his fleet never left the 
Danish shores; the fleet had assembled in the Limfjord but the king was 
detained by trouble on the southern border and was unable to join the 
expedition. As autumn drew closer, members of the fleet began return-
ing home. Knud responded by fining the men who had abandoned the 
fleet, leading to a revolt in the north of Jutland which spread across the 
peninsula. The king fled to Odense, where he was killed in the church 
dedicated to St Alban on 10 July 1086.65 Less than ten years later he was 
venerated as a royal martyr.

The earliest text to relate the story of Knud’s death is the Tabula  
Othiniensis – a copper plate that was placed in the king’s shrine during 
his elevation in 1095. The inscription informs us that it was Knud him-
self who had brought the relics of St Alban to Odense from England.66 
The context of the relics’ removal from England is unknown, but Knud’s 
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English connections and his travels there would have provided ample 
opportunity. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, in 1070 the fleet 
of Asbjorn had assembled at Ely, where the local monastery claimed to 
have Alban’s bones.67 Knud is also regularly credited with the donation 
of the relics of St Oswald to Odense, which he could have acquired in 
York or Peterborough. However, as Haki Antonsson has pointed out, 
English kings in the eleventh century were known for presenting relics 
of St Oswald to foreign kings as a gift when establishing alliances, and 
any of the English relics in Odense could have arrived through legiti-
mate channels.68 Furthermore, the Tabula lists the names of Knud’s com-
panions, and though the names are of Danish origin, some are spelled 
according to Anglo-Saxon sound laws, suggesting that the scribe is likely 
to have been of English origin.69

Following the elevation of Knud in 1095, the need arose for a hagiographic- 
liturgical text to be read on the saint’s feast day. The anonymous Passio 
sancti Kanuti regis et martiris, written sometime between 1095 and 1101, 
is the earliest work of hagiography from Scandinavia.70 Again, the author 
appears to be of English origin. This identification is based mainly on the 
author’s thinly disguised animosity towards the Normans in England as 
well as his reflections on Knud’s failed expedition to England.71 The text 
recounts the elevation of Knud on 31 March 1095, at which the author 
himself was present, and the ceremony surrounding it, which included 
testing the bones by fire. Kim Esmark has convincingly argued that this 
particular ritual was introduced to Odense from England.72

The most famous piece of the Odense literature is Ailnoth’s Vita et Pas-
sio Sancti Canuti, dated to the period 1110–13, most likely 1111–12.73 
In Ailnoth’s text, the English element is easily identified. In his preface, 
he himself informs us that he was born in Canterbury but at the time of 
writing had spent twenty-four years in Denmark; and he appears to have 
been influenced by a range of English sources.74 Although there is a clear 
connection between Ailnoth’s text and Odense there is no solid evidence 
that he was permanently established there, and he might instead have 
been attached to the royal court.75

From documentary sources we do know of twelve Benedictine monks 
who came to Odense from the English monastery of Evesham sometime 
between 1095 and 1100, though an early date of 1095/6 for their arrival 
is generally favored.76 They were invited by Erik I the Good (r. 1095–
1103) to establish a cathedral chapter after the English model, but it is 
evident that English clerics were present at St Alban’s in Odense prior to 
Erik’s ascension to the Danish throne, which only took place after the ele-
vation of Knud on 31 March 1095.77 We do not know where these early 
English monks came from but, as shown previously, they were actively 
engaged in the cult of St Knud through literature and liturgy. Esmark 
has suggested that they had links to Evesham, which also held relics of 
St Oswald and where a fire trial similar to the one performed in Odense 
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had taken place in 1080.78 Knud the Great had been among the benefac-
tors of the abbey, and Aelfweard, its abbot in the period 1014–40, is 
reported to have been a relative of Knud’s.79 It is also relevant to note 
that Erik the Good is likely to have visited England, perhaps as early as 
1095, and that his itinerary included the monastic community at Durham 
which had been refounded in 1083 by monks from Wearmouth and Jar-
row, which in turn had been refounded by monks from Evesham in the 
1070s.80 It is also possible that the early Odense monks had brought the 
relics of Alban (and Oswald) to Denmark. And, finally, the exiles who 
had left England following the Norman Conquest also included ecclesi-
astics – Ailnoth may perhaps be counted among them.81

Irrespective of the exact earlier connections, the arrival of the Evesham 
monks in Odense exemplifies the intersection of elite ambitions – sacred 
and secular – and the exploitation of international networks and resources 
to fulfill them. The Danish king and the monastic community of St Alban 
in Odense had a common interest in the cult of Knud. The establishment 
of a monastic community staffed by English monks – well-versed in the 
promotion of royal saints – was an effective way to achieve their goals.

Conclusion

In order to fully understand the nature of the links between English reli-
gious communities and Scandinavian elites, they must be seen as part 
of a multi-faceted network that included a variety of different bonds –  
ecclesiastical, secular, dynastic, and political. This had been the case since 
the Viking period, and different bonds and types of bonds would often 
overlap. In this respect, the later medieval links between England and Scan-
dinavia do not differ significantly from those of the earlier period, though 
it is possible to identify some transformations throughout the eleventh cen-
tury and into the twelfth. Whereas the earlier networks were characterized 
by bonds of family and kinship (here exemplified by the Godwinsons), the 
later links appear to have been more formalized. The Benedictine cathe-
dral chapter at Odense, for example, was incorporated into the monastic 
organization of mother- and daughter-houses. This facilitated regular and 
long-term contact and exchanges, as witnessed by the renewals of con-
fraternity between Odense and Evesham (and later also Malmesbury and 
York) several times throughout the twelfth century.82 At the same time, the 
apparent decline in direct personal bonds (through, for example, kinship) 
makes the Anglo-Danish network less clearly defined in this period.
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8 Character Networks of the 
Íslendinga Sögur and Þættir

Ralph Kenna and Pádraig MacCarron

Introduction

In the past two decades the study of networks has gone from a rela-
tively small branch of mathematics to the development of powerful and 
wide-ranging tools applicable to a plethora of disciplines.1 Although net-
work science or graph theory has been applied to social systems since 
the 1930s, recent availability of online resources and modern comput-
ing facilities allow us to harvest data and investigate social structures 
on a much larger scale than ever before. Such studies reveal that social 
networks have properties distinct from other types of complex systems.2 
This is in part due to what is known as homophily, the propensity for 
people to associate with those like themselves.

The vast majority of social networks thus far analyzed have been of 
modern societies and often are derived from online mediums. We suggest 
that literature can also provide us with information on social structures – 
in particular ones from bygone eras. This allows us to investigate past 
cultures in a very modern way. For example, we can investigate whether 
the established core properties of social complex networks are unique 
to our current society or whether they are also to be found in ancient 
descriptions of past societies.

Complex network analysis is essentially statistical. As with any investi-
gation which is based on statistics, the larger the data set the better. This 
is connected to the notion of statistical power. The power of any statisti-
cal study is related to its capacity to distinguish a real effect or result from 
a misleading one, arising by chance.

The Íslendinga sögur (“Sagas of Icelanders”) and þættir (“short tales”) 
provide us with a particularly good corpus of texts describing culture 
from a different time. The narratives contain vast amounts of information 
on families and relationships between them. Although they are set in the 
settlement period of Iceland (and some partly in Norway) from the late 
ninth to the early eleventh centuries, it is believed that they were commit-
ted to writing in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries by unknown or 
uncertain authors.3 The tales themselves give details of events, struggles, 
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and conflicts in a plausible manner. A notable feature of the Íslendinga 
sögur and þættir is their consistency and their presentation as chronicles; 
main characters in one text often appear as minor ones in another. The 
narratives are interwoven in such a way that the plots in different texts 
overlap. Together the sagas and þættir involve thousands of characters 
and interactions between them. The huge network obtained by combin-
ing Íslendinga sögur and þættir delivers an ideal subject for statistical 
analysis.

The uniqueness of the texts and their restrained, dispassionate, and 
apparently objective narrative style make them an important element of 
world literature. As with other ancient narratives, the historicity of the 
Íslendinga sögur has long been the subject of scholarly investigations.4 
The widely accepted consensus since the late 1980s is that when read in 
an anthropological or sociological manner, the sagas say more about the 
societies in which they were written than about the societies they depict.5 
Thus, they better reflect the time-frame of this volume than the Viking 
Age. One of our objectives here is to expand the argument on the soci-
etal veracity and trustworthiness of Icelandic sagas and þættir through 
a character-networks investigation of the societal structures they depict.

To this end, we report here on such an investigation into eighteen over-
lapping texts of Íslendinga sögur and þættir with a combined cast of 
1,549 individuals. Five of these are sagas containing networks which are 
extensive in their own right, comprising more than one hundred charac-
ters each. This allows us to also investigate each of these five individually. 
We can then compare these to each other, to their amalgamation, to a 
larger set of eighteen that also includes thirteen þættir, and to other com-
plex networks from modern society and from other ancient narratives.

Besides being the best known of the sagas, Njáls saga is widely regarded 
as the greatest prose literature of the Viking era. It also has the most sur-
viving vellum manuscripts.6 It recounts feuds and the escalation of minor 
incidents into major bloodshed (but also positive interconnections such 
as marriages, lawsuits, and alliances). More than five hundred named 
characters appear in the narrative. The second-highest number of medi-
eval saga manuscripts to survive contain Laxdæla saga, the saga of the 
people of Laxárdalur. This also includes the second-largest number of 
characters. It is believed that the author of Njáls saga may have used 
Laxdæla saga as a source.9 One of the storylines of this richly detailed 
and complex saga includes a love triangle which eventually leads to 
enmity and death. The third major saga on our list is Vatnsdœla saga, the 
story of the people of Vatnsdalur. This tracks the family of the grandson 
of a Norwegian chieftain from his arrival in Iceland until the coming of 
Christianity in the late tenth century. Egils saga also starts off in Norway: 
after a dispute with the king, a man named Skallagrimr and his family 
leave for Iceland, where Skallgrimr’s son Egil is born. Gísla saga is differ-
ent from the previous four in that it is an outlaw narrative, in which the 
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eponymous character is on the run for a number of years before finally 
being killed. Thus, these five major sagas demonstrate that the tales come 
in different types – ranging from narratives that cover generations to an 
outlaw saga mostly centered on one character. Our objective here is to 
gather statistical information on interrelationships between characters in 
various sagas to enable quantitative comparison of the societies depicted 
in the narratives. We refer to these as saga social networks and compare 
both to each other and to other social networks.

Over the years, different types of networks have been studied, docu-
mented, and classified according to their statistical properties.7 Research-
ers have shown that the social networks that bind real people tend to 
have particular distinguishing features. Technically, they usually are 
small world with broad-tailed degree distributions distinguishing them 
from simpler random and regular networks.8 They tend to be assorta-
tively mixed and to exhibit community structures with high modularity. 
(See the non-technical explanation of these terms later on.) While none of 
these features is unique to social networks, they all are commonly found 
in them and are therefore characteristic of them. We have therefore inves-
tigated whether the same properties are detectable in the character net-
works embedded in Icelandic sagas and þættir. We have found that they 
are, to varying degrees. In this chapter we show that although the narra-
tives have many common features, the statistical approach is capable of 
picking up differences in detail between them. We also interpret results – 
identifying reasons behind the similarities and differences among the nar-
ratives and between saga social networks and the modern world ones.

The Complex Networks of the Íslendinga Sögur  
and Þættir

A network is a collection of nodes which are connected by links. A col-
lection of interacting people is an example of such a network, and we 
refer to such structures as social networks. Thus, in social networks the 
nodes represent people and the links interactions between them. Other 
types of real-world networks include computer networks, transport net-
works, communications networks, and brain networks (to name but a 
few). Social networks tend to have measurably different structures from 
other complex networks, and we will discuss some of these differences in 
the following text.

In the case of literature, we are interested in networks of characters 
interacting with each other. We refer to the corresponding structures as 
character networks. One of our primary interests here is whether the 
character networks of the Íslendinga Sögur and þættir resemble more 
closely the social networks of real society, or whether they look like some 
other forms of networks. In the specific case of the Íslendinga Sögur and 
þættir, we sometimes refer to character networks as saga networks.



Character Networks 147

To construct the saga networks we carefully read English transla-
tions of the narratives and recorded all interactions between charac-
ters.9 We identify two types of links, social (or positive) links where 
two characters clearly know each other and hostile (negative) links. The 
latter is useful in the case where we do not know if two characters are 
acquainted but then they have a physical conflict so there is a definite 
interaction between them in the narrative. In other cases positive links 
are identified: for example if two characters are related, speak directly 
to one another, speak about one another, or are present together, and it 
is clear that they know each other (even if they are enemies). Two given 
characters can be connected by both positive and negative links (for 
example, if one of them changes sides during the narrative). One can 
introduce a greater level of nuance by weighting the links according to 
how many times they interact in the narrative or by some other measure 
of the intensity of their interactions. However, experience in statistical 
physics shows that there is a lot to be gained already by the minimal-
ist approach; the statistical averaging process washes out much of the 
nuanced details. Here we report on such non-weighted analysis, leaving 
the more nuanced approach to the future.

In Figure 8.1 we present a small network for illustration purposes. 
Positive and negative interactions are represented by the solid lines and 
dashed ones, respectively. Such a partitioning is frequently found in social 
networks of humans. In such a real-world society it is difficult to main-
tain friendships between two acquaintances that are mutually hostile; 
there is a propensity to take sides. Similarly, three negative links in a 
triangle are rare, as one may frequently take the view that “the enemy 
of an enemy is a friend.” These social phenomena, which are related to 
a notion called structural balance, mean that in human networks odd 
numbers of negative links in a triangle are rare.10 In Figure 8.1 nodes A, 
G, and H form a mutually connected arrangement called a triad. This 
triad has two positive links (AG and AH) and one negative one (GH). 
Such an arrangement – with an odd number of negative links – would be 
hard to maintain in a real-life social network; the enmity between G and 
H endangers A’s friendship with both of them; ultimately he or she may 
have to take sides in the conflict. Indeed, E is also connected to G and H. 
In this case it has proven too difficult for E to remain on good terms with 
both of them and E has chosen to form an alliance with G. Such a triad, 
with an even number of negative links, is more realistic in human society. 
Thus a characteristic feature of social networks is that the proportion of 
closed triads containing odd numbers of negative links is small. When we 
examined the various networks corresponding to the Íslendinga sögur 
and þættir, whether the five major stories individually or all eighteen 
combined, we found that no more than 10% of closed triads contain odd 
numbers of negative links. This means that the saga networks are struc-
turally balanced, just as modern social networks are.
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Besides structural balance, there are other statistical measures which 
capture important features of networks and thereby enable quantita-
tive comparisons of them. One such statistic, which gauges the extent 
to which a network is connected, is called the mean path length. It is the 
average number of steps needed to connect any two individuals in the 
network. For example, in Figure 8.1 the shortest path between nodes 
G and D has only two steps (namely G → H → D). Nodes F and D, on 
the other hand, need at least three steps to link them (F → C → B → D). 
The average length of all of the shortest paths in the entire network is its 
mean path length. A famous instance of this notion is found in sociology 
in the concept of six degrees of separation: Although the world’s popula-
tion exceeds seven billion people, it is claimed that the average number 
of steps required to link everyone to everyone else is only about six.11 We 
measured that the corresponding numbers for the five major sagas range 
from 3.4 to 5.1. For the eighteen sagas and þættir amalgamated it is 5.7, 
remarkably close to the real-world figure. These and other essential net-
work statistics are recorded in Table 8.1.

Figure 8.1  Networks are collections of nodes and links which connect them. The 
nodes may represent, for example, people in real life or characters in a 
text; and the links between them denote interactions or relationships. 
Network science captures the statistics relating to how these links are 
distributed. Here, the solid links and the dashed ones represent posi-
tive (friendly) and negative (hostile) interactions, respectively.
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Table 8.1  Some network statistics for the five major sagas and for the amalgama-
tion of eighteen narratives. Here, “# nodes” and “# links” stand for 
number of nodes and links, respectively.

Saga # nodes # links Mean 
degree

Mean path 
length

Clustering 
coefficient

Assortativity

Gísla 103 254 4.9 3.4 0.6 −0.15(5)
Vatnsdæla 132 290 4.4 3.9 0.5 0.00(6)
Egils 293 769 5.3 4.2 0.6 −0.07(3)
Laxdæla 332 894 5.4 5.0 0.5 0.19(4)
Njáls 575 1,612 5.6 5.1 0.4 0.01(2)
All 18 narratives 

combined
1,549 4,266 5.5 5.7 0.5 0.07(2)

The networks for the five major sagas are depicted in Figures 8.2–8.6. 
In the figures, the sizes of the nodes are proportional to the degrees of 
the corresponding characters. Light and dark links represent positive and 
negative interactions, respectively.

In real-world social networks, if an individual is acquainted with two 
others, there is a high probability that the two neighbors of a node are 
themselves acquainted.12 The extent to which this is true is measured 
by the clustering coefficient. In Figure 8.1, for example, node A has 3 
neighbors (namely B, G, and H). We saw earlier that the set AGH forms 
a triad. If B were directly connected to G, the set ABG would also form 
a triad. The same holds for ABH. So, of the three potential triads involv-
ing node A (namely ABG, ABH, and AGH), only one (AGH) is actual-
ized. Therefore the clustering coefficient for node A is one out of three 
(1/3). If we perform similar calculations for each node of the network 
and then take an average, we obtain the mean clustering coefficient for 
the entire network. For the Íslendinga sögur, we measure clustering coef-
ficients ranging from 0.4 in Njáls saga to 0.6 in Gísla saga and Egils saga. 
The average clustering of the amalgamation of all eighteen narratives is 
between these two values, with a clustering coefficient of 0.5. These sta-
tistics are also recorded in Table 8.1.

It is often useful (and, indeed, is standard practice in network science) 
to compare complex networks to other, more simple networks, to get an 
idea of how they differ. To do this in a meaningful manner, we compare 
to a network with the same number of nodes and the same number of 
links, but with the links distributed randomly between the nodes. These 
random networks lack the more sophisticated structure of complex net-
works, but their properties are mathematically more tractable.

A network which has a small path length and a high clustering coeffi-
cient is called small world.13 To determine how small is “small” and how 
high is “high” we compare to the path length and clustering coefficient of  
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Figure 8.4  The saga of the people of Vatnsdal is the third of the five sagas we 
studied in depth. It is the most structurally balanced of the five, with 
only 2% of triads having an odd number of negative links; 97% of 
characters are connected to the giant component (i.e., have a least one 
link). On average, characters have 4.4 links and are connected to each 
other via 3.9 steps. The network is borderline assortative.

Figure 8.5  The character network for the giant component of Egils saga. Part of 
the narrative is set in Norway and part in Iceland. Here, light nodes 
represent individuals that appear in the first part of the tale, which is 
set in Norway. Dark nodes are characters that appear later, during 
Egil’s time in Iceland. Only 5% of triads have odd numbers of hostile 
links and the giant component contains 97% of the nodes. The mean 
degree is 5.3 and the mean path length is 4.2. The network is margin-
ally disassortative.
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a random network which has the same number of nodes and links as our 
network. If the path length of the network to hand is about the same as 
that of the random network, and if the clustering is significantly greater, 
we may consider our network as small world. In such societies, everyone 
can be considered to be closely connected to everyone else. Real social 
networks are small worlds.

We said earlier that the character networks of the five sagas have mean 
path lengths ranging from 3.4 to 5.1 (Table 8.1). It turns out that the path 
lengths for random networks of the same sizes have similar path lengths, 
albeit a little shorter. They are 2.9 for a random network of the same size 
as Gísla saga; 3.3 for one like Vatnsdæla saga; 3.4 for Egils saga; 3.5 for 
Laxdæla saga; and 3.7 for the random equivalent to Njáls saga. Although 
these are not identical to the path lengths of the actual saga societies, 
they are of the same order of magnitude. The clustering coefficients for 
the random networks are, however, far smaller – of a lower order of 
magnitude. They range from 0.01 (for a random network of the size of 
Njáls saga) to 0.05 (for one like Gísla saga). These are of a lower order 
of magnitude. Therefore each of the five major sagas is a small world in 
its own right, a property consistent with real world social networks.

Figure 8.6  The character network for Gísla saga. This is the second-least struc-
turally balanced of the five major sagas, with 9% of closed triads 
having odd numbers of negative links. The giant component contains 
98% of network nodes. On average, characters in Gísla saga are 
directly connected to 4.9 others. They are connected to all others by 
a mean path length of 3.4. Of those analyzed, this is the only strongly 
disassortative saga. This is explained by the fact that it is an outlaw 
saga; the protagonist interacts with many minor characters.
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The same applies to the combination of all eighteen narratives. The 
path length and clustering coefficient for the saga social networks are 5.7 
and 0.5, respectively. The corresponding numbers for the counterpart 
random network are 3.5 and 0.02. Because the path lengths are of the 
same order of magnitude but the clustering coefficient for the random 
network is so much smaller than that for the actual saga network, we can 
say that this combined saga society is also a small world.

We found that the giant components of each of the five major sagas 
contain over 97% of nodes in each case. In other words, very few charac-
ters are disconnected from the main component. Typically, the few who 
are disconnected have only one or two links. Similarly, when we combine 
all eighteen networks into a single social network, the corresponding net-
work is structurally very intact; 99% of its nodes belong to the giant 
component, with only 1% adrift or disconnected.

Degree Distributions

The previous examples are of global network statistics; they describe 
properties which are averaged over entire societies. At a more funda-
mental level we are also interested in how properties are spread from 
node to node (from character to character in the present instance). One 
of the most basic of such quantities in a network is the degree of each 
node. This is the number of links associated with that node. For example, 
in Figure 8.1, character A is linked to three other nodes (B, G, and H). 
Therefore the degree of node A is three. Different nodes have different 
degrees. We are interested in the distribution of degrees across all the 
nodes of the network. We regard the probability that nodes have specific 
degree values as given by the degree distribution. If our network were 
a simple, regular lattice in which the links form a series of squares or 
rectangles, every (interior) node would have the same degree. But, like 
random networks, such simple structures are unable to sustain the com-
plex set of interactions typical of social or character networks. In a sense, 
the random network sits at the opposite end of the spectrum to the lat-
tice structure of a regular grid. However, complex networks are far from 
both – they are neither random nor regular. In the more realistic settings 
to which they pertain, many nodes have a small number of links, but a 
few are highly connected and have many links. Complex networks like 
these are found to mostly come in three different classes of degree dis-
tributions. These are (i) power laws, (ii) the exponential family, and (iii) 
truncated power laws. Because we encounter all three in our Icelandic 
narratives, we describe them in turn.

Type (i) – Power-law networks: In a network with a power law 
degree distribution, a small number of nodes have a disproportionally 
high degree. For example, of the 103 characters in Gísla saga, only 
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two interact with more than twenty characters. By contrast, sixty-five 
characters have degree under 5. The eponymous protagonist himself 
interacts with almost half the characters in the saga! His degree is 
therefore far greater than the average degree of the other characters 
in the narrative. Power-law distributed networks tend to rely heavily 
on a small number of vertices. In this type of network, if the high-
est degree nodes are removed, the network may no longer be fully 
connected.

When two quantities are related by a power law, a relative change in 
one instigates a relative change in the other, independent of their initial 
values. We say one quantity is a power of another. When complex net-
works have degree distributions of this type, the power is usually between 
2 and 3. For instance, for Njáls saga, we measured that the probability 
that a node has a certain degree is (approximately) inversely proportional 
to the value of that degree to the power of 2.6. This means that if the 
probability for a node to have a certain degree is p, its probability to be 
twice as strongly connected is (approximately) p/22.6 ≈ p × 0.16. In other 
words, doubling the degree corresponds to multiplying the probability by 
0.16. If such a relationship holds for all nodes, we say the distribution is 
scale free.

For Njáls saga, the power in question is 2.6. By comparing such num-
bers between different networks, we can quantitatively compare differ-
ent societies to each other. For example, it turns out that the power that 
describes Gísla saga is also 2.6. This tells us that the distributions of 
interactions across Njáls saga and Gísla saga are similar. This is further 
witnessed in the top panel of Figure 8.7, where the degree distributions 
of the two networks are plotted in such a way as to draw out the power; 
here it is manifest as the slope of the graph. The overlap between the data 
for Njáls saga and Gísla saga signals that they have similar degree distri-
butions. The degree distributions of Vatnsdæla saga and Egils saga are 
also well fitted by power laws (middle panel of Figure 8.7). The powers 
in these cases are 2.8 and 2.7, respectively. However, a power law does 
not fit Laxdæla saga well, as evidenced by the curvature of the data in the 
bottom panel of Figure 8.7.

Type (ii) – Exponential networks: Networks described by the expo-
nential family (ii) are more homogeneous than power-law networks. In 
fact, Laxdæla saga is better described by an exponential degree distribu-
tion than by a power law. Here there is no character that interacts with 
almost half the network; instead the highest-degree character interacts 
with about one-eighth of the network. This network is considered to be 
more robust, as there is no single node that is holding the entire structure 
together.

We refer to the high-degree, low-probability region of the degree distri-
bution as its tail. To explore what happens in the tail, we can successively 



Figure 8.7  The degree distributions of Njáls saga and Gísla saga (top panel) are 
very similar – they are both well described by power laws (manifest 
in these plots by straight lines). Vatnsdæla saga and Egils saga (mid-
dle panel) are best fitted by similar power laws. A power law is not 
appropriate for Laxdæla saga, a circumstance indicated by the curva-
ture of the corresponding plot (bottom panel). This network is better 
fitted by an exponential distribution.
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double up on the degree of the nodes. In the power-law case, we saw 
that the mathematical consequence of this corresponds to multiplying 
the probability of its existence by a fixed number (0.16 in the examples 
of Njáls saga and Gísla saga earlier). Doubling the degree of a node in 
an exponential distribution requires a different functional change to the 
probability p. Instead of multiplying p by a constant value like 0.16, we 
have to multiply p by itself. This is a much stronger effect, when p is very 
small (smaller than 0.16). Remember, p is small when the degree is high. 
Therefore distribution described by the exponential family decays even 
quicker, so there tend not to be many characters with very large degrees. 
This reflects the fact that they tend to have less prominent central charac-
ters. We refer to the tails in the power-law degree distributions as fat and 
those in the exponential distributions as thin.

Type (iii) – Truncated power laws: Networks of the third type have 
structures somewhere between (i) and (ii). They are formed by multi-
plying functions of type (i) and type (ii) together. This has the effect of 
looking like a power law when the degree is relatively low. But when the 
degree is high, this power law is overwhelmed by the exponential, which 
then dominates into the tail. The outcome is a hybrid beginning with a 
power law but a fast decaying tail.14

Such networks tend to have a larger number of core characters holding 
the structure together than in the pure power-law case, but the network 

Figure 8.7 (Continued)
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tends to be dependent on these characters, unlike in the pure exponential 
case. There tend to be multiple important characters instead of just one 
or two. A truncated power-law degree distribution results from amal-
gamating the societies of various sagas into a single network (discussed 
later on).

To conclude, the degree distributions of Njáls saga, Gísla saga, Vatns-
dæla saga, and Egils saga are all very similar; they are each of type  
(i) – scale-free power laws. The degree distribution of Laxdæla saga is 
of type (ii). Of the five major networks studied here, it is the only one 
best described by an exponential distribution. We will see next that an 
amalgamation of sagas and þættir is well described by a degree distribu-
tion of type (iii) – a truncated power law. Although the previous analysis 
of degree distributions captures important features of the various net-
works, it would be a mistake to consider it as the primary discriminator 
between different types. Gísla saga is an outlaw saga and, as such, is very 
different to Njáls saga, even though they have very similar degree distri-
butions. We claim that homophily (assortativity) plays that role. Indeed 
we will now see that a careful study of assortativity is capable of sepa-
rating the outlaw-saga network from those of the other four narratives.

Assortativity

In social networks, people tend to form friendships with people who 
are similar to themselves.15 This is the property of homophily alluded 
to in the introduction. In human society, people of similar culture, eth-
nicity, status, wealth, and so on tend to associate with each other. Pop-
ular or influential people also tend to mingle with other popular people 
(e.g., celebrities tend to form personal relationships with one another 
in modern society). In networks science we are especially interested 
in the latter type of homophily – the one related to popularity. This is 
because, in networks, popularity is measured very simply – it is just the 
degree of the various nodes, which are easily counted. Networks which 
have links between nodes of similar degrees are termed assortative. 
For such networks, high-degree nodes associate with (i.e., are linked 
with) other high-degree nodes. Similarly, the links of low-degree nodes 
tend also to be to nodes of low degree. The opposite feature, in which 
high-degree nodes tend to link to low-degree ones, is called disassor-
tativity.16 See Figure 8.8 for examples of these two types of network.

We can measure assortativity as a quantity between ‒1 and 1. A posi-
tive value indicates that the network is assortative; the more assortative 
it is, the higher the value comes out to be. Similarly, a negative value 
indicates the network is disassortative. A value close to zero means that 
nodes (people or characters) mix indiscriminately. This is a particularly 
important concept in the present instance because assortativity helps 
distinguish social networks from other types of network; i.e., it helps 
us to identify the social nature of networks. Most non-social networks 
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are disassortative. Examples include transport networks and networks 
of computers linked together. Thus, assortativity is a particularly human 
feature. In the context of narratives, an assortative network strongly 
resembles real human social networks. This does not mean that a dis-
assortative character network is not based on reality – disassortativity 
could indicate that the focus of a story is upon a few individuals rather 
than on an entire society. So interpretations have to be made with great 
care and in a holistic manner, taking into account the knowledge base 
established using more traditional approaches.

We found that some of the sagas we studied in depth are assortative, 
and only Gísla saga is strongly disassortative. This reflects the fact that 
Gisli the outlaw interacts with many minor characters in the tale. We 
interpret this as meaning that the story is rather more centered on this 
single protagonist’s exploits than it is on a larger society. Egils saga has 
assortativity close to 0, in particular when we just consider the positive 
network. This implies that there is a lot of emphasis on the central char-
acter but there is still much information about the relationships of less 
important characters. This is similar for Vatnsdæla saga and Njals saga.

Figure 8.8  The upper network is assortative because nodes of high degree tend 
to be linked to other nodes of high degree and because nodes of 
low degree tend to connect to other low-degree nodes. The net-
work on the bottom has the opposite tendency – the high-degree 
node in the center has many low-degree neighbors. It is therefore 
disassortative.
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The Community-Structure of the  
Íslendinga sögur and Þættir

Previously we considered triads in which every node is linked to every 
other node. We can extend this idea to larger collections of nodes; if 
they are all mutually linked, they form a clique. A looser collection of 
nodes, wherein they are not all linked to each other yet form an identifi-
ably cohesive collection, may form a community. The upper graph of 
Figure 8.9 gives an example of a network comprising two communities 
(identifiable by eye in this instance). Social networks often have commu-
nity structures, and one way to identify them is through measuring the 
modularity.17 The modularity of a given network is determined by a com-
munity-detection algorithm which seeks to split up densely connected 
clusters into fragments;18 in Figure 8.9, this is achieved by elimination 

Figure 8.9  The notions of community and modularity are illustrated by the net-
work on the top – a community-detection algorithm can easily break 
the network into two fragments. Its modularity is measured to be 
approximately 0.5. The network on the bottom is entirely random. It 
has no community structure and the algorithm is unable to identify 
communities. Its modularity is ‒0.1.
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of a single link. If the network is evenly partitioned into a number of 
sparsely inter-connected communities, the value for the modularity 
comes out close to 1. If the network lacks community substructure, the 
modularity comes out closer to 0. Values of the modularity in between 
indicate intermediate, more complex community substructures.

We mentioned earlier that a notable feature of the Íslendinga sögur is 
their interconnectivity, as characters appear in multiple tales. To inves-
tigate this, we merged the five large networks into one super-network. 
We are interested to know whether the result looks like one homogene-
ous super-network or if it looks like five weakly inter-connected com-
munities. The result is depicted in Figure 8.10, where different shades 
represent the original sagas. To see if we could break this back down 
into its five original components, we next applied the community- 
detection algorithm. The process failed to separate Njáls saga and Laxdæla 
saga. We interpret this as signaling a strong degree of overlap between 
these two tales. This in turn may be explained by the hypothesis mentioned 
previously that one saga may have been used as a source for the other.

We then merged the entire corpus of all eighteen sagas and þættir into 
one huge network (Figure 8.11). The resulting saga social network is also 
a structurally balanced, assortative, small world, the giant component of 
which contains nearly 99% of the unique characters. The average path 
length is 5.7, which is remarkably close to the six degrees of separation of 
modern society. Instead of a simple power law, the degree distribution for 
the entire saga social network is best described by a truncated power law 
with an exponentially fast cut-off. As explained previously, this extra func-
tion, overlaid upon the power law, forces the high-degree tail of the distribu-
tion to decay rapidly. In these networks the highest connected nodes are not 
as dominant as in the pure power law. We believe the truncation brought 
about by the amalgamation is because no single protagonist appears as a 
major player in all of the sagas; if characters have a high degree in one tale 
they only play a minor role in another. This is why the associated degree 
does not grow indefinitely as the network size increases.

We then used several iterations of the community-detection algo-
rithm in an attempt to break the amalgamated network back down into 
its components. Along the way, we monitored the modularity at each 
stage. This measures the number of sparsely interconnected communi-
ties. It reaches a plateau at over 0.7 when there are nine (not eight-
een) communities. This indicates that the super-network is not easily 
split into the eighteen separate narratives, again demonstrating their 
interconnectedness.

It is also interesting to compare the Íslendinga sögur and þættir to 
the epics we analyzed in earlier publications, as well as to works of lit-
erature.19 A notable difference between the Icelandic texts and Homer’s 
Iliad, for example, is that, in contrast to the full saga network the Iliad 
is not assortative. However, when only positive links are used in the case 
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of the Iliad, the two networks become more similar (the Iliad is then 
assortative). This means that the Íslendinga sögur and þættir have similar 
network properties to the Iliad only when hostility is removed from the 
latter. The similarity between the network structures of Njáls saga and 
the Iliad is boosted by looking at the detail of their degree distributions 
allowing for a cut-off; they are described by very similar truncated power 
laws.20 However, the community detection algorithm separates the two 
main factions clearly in the Iliad, whereas there are no such clear-cut 
clusters in the sagas.

Summary

The Íslendinga sögur and þættir have fascinated researchers and scholars 
of the humanities for generations. We hope we have brought a new and 
unique statistical perspective to the study of the texts. It is an example of 
how quantitative techniques applied to the humanities can help open new 
ways to investigate old questions and inspire new ones.21

By analyzing the combined interconnectivity of the social structures in 
the narratives rather than the characters themselves, we were able to sta-
tistically compare the tales in a variety of ways. Of the various statistical 
indicators, we have demonstrated that assortativity is the most powerful; it 
helps to categorize the tales into different types. We found that the outlaw 
saga (Gísla saga) is distinct from the others in that it is the only one whose 
network is strongly disassortative. Laxdæla saga also has properties distinct 
to the others in that it is strongly assortative and has a different degree dis-
tribution. This implies that the narrative is much more centered on a group 
than on an individual. The degree distributions and assortativities of Njáls 
saga, Vatnsdæla saga, and Egils saga are similar to each other, implying that 
their character networks are more alike. We hope that our approach will 
inspire similar studies by other researchers so that we can build a catalogue 
of networks appearing in ancient and not-so-ancient literature. This may 
assist in making broader comparisons of epic and mythological literature 
and in identifying similarities and differences between them.

The work initiated here can be extended in a number of ways. For 
example, here we have chosen to use unweighted and undirected net-
works. A greater degree of nuance could be achieved by weighting the 
links according to how many times characters meet or interact in the 
narrative, or by some other method. Adding a direction or orientation 
to the links would account for interactions which are not reciprocated. 
Additionally one could consider temporal networks instead of the static 
ones presented here.22

As students of the sagas have shown, an important aspect of the social 
connectivity on Iceland is the tension between so-called horizontal and 
vertical bonds. The first of these represents interactions between charac-
ters of the same social status. The second represents interactions between 
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individuals of different status. Furthermore, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson has sug-
gested that the vertical bonds connecting a large number of people of vary-
ing social status to some central chieftains and their families tend to be 
more stable than horizontal networks consisting of people of similar social 
standing but of peripheral importance. Although our current study was 
not designed to test Jón Viðar Sigurðsson’s suggestion, a hypothesis could 
be put forward that asymmetric clusters with many characters connected 
to a central figure or a similar number of central figures reflect the previ-
ously mentioned tendency. It would be a relatively straightforward matter 
to quantitatively investigate the hypothesis that the stability of the network 
has different functional dependencies on vertical as opposed to horizontal 
bonds by testing the robustness of the network as they are removed.

Obviously the comparisons and conclusions drawn on the basis of the 
work described here are from a statistical, network-theoretic point of 
view. It goes without saying that, for a more complete and thorough view, 

Figure 8.12  The degree distribution of the amalgamation of eighteen narratives 
is of type (iii) – a truncated power law. Because main protagonists 
of any particular saga tend to play only a minor role in other sagas, 
their degrees do not increase by any great extent when the sagas 
are combined. On the other hand, the degrees of characters that 
have only minor roles in a number of sagas can accumulate as the 
sagas are combined. An example of such a character is Olafr Feilan. 
The effect of these phenomena is that the distribution starts off as 
a power law for low-degree values but decreases rapidly as the core 
characters become less important to the overall network.
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our work must be combined with that from other fields – e.g., archae-
ology, history, literature, and comparative mythology. Nonetheless, our 
analysis indicates that whether the sagas are historically accurate or not, 
and whether they describe the Viking Age, the period 1050–1250, or 
similar, the properties of the social worlds they record are strikingly simi-
lar to those of real social networks. Although one cannot conclusively 
determine whether the societies described in the sagas of Iceland are real, 
on the basis of network theory we can conclude that they are remarkably 
realistic.
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9 Angels in Scandinavia
Papal Legates and Networks 
of Nordic Elites, Twelfth–
Thirteenth Centuries

Wojtek Jezierski

“If angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls on 
government would be necessary.”

– James Madison, The Federalist Papers no. 51 (1788)

On 31 December 1224, Pope Honorius III (r. 1216–27) appointed Bishop 
William of Modena (1184–1251) as his legate to Livonia and Prussia, the 
north-eastern frontiers of Christianity. In his letter of commendation, the 
pope expressed his regret that he could not be everywhere at once, but 
that some form of mediation was necessary. Honorius also instructed all 
those who were to receive William to treat his angel-like envoy (“faciat 
spiritus suos angelos et ministros”) with due humility and to assist him 
in fulfilling his spiritual as well as worldly tasks (“spiritualia seminanti 
temporalia ministrando”).1 During the next two years William followed 
an impressive itinerary in Livonia and Estonia, where he extensively 
preached the crusade against the pagans and “diligently ministered [min-
istravit] the word of God and gave many indulgences” to the emerging 
German and Danish elites of the new colony.2 William also made a failed 
attempt to secure considerable parts of Danish Estonia for the Apostolic 
See by bringing them under the wing of the pope, but an annexation of 
the region by the order of the Sword Brethren in 1227 brought these 
plans to naught.3

Papal legates were rare but unusually mighty creatures and compar-
ing them to angels,4 as Honorius III did, was not far off the mark.5 They 
represented the top echelon of the ecclesiastical hierarchy and were 
appointed as the pope’s plenipotentiaries according to the emerging idea 
of plenitudo potestatis, a prerogative which allowed them to directly 
intervene in decision making and appointments at every level of eccle-
siastical authority.6 Given their extensive discretionary power, they were 
not just the pope’s assistants or mere messengers between the Lateran 
palace and the local churches; they were executives acting as the pope’s 
ministers.7 As they journeyed from one place to another they brought 
with them a mini Roman Curia able to make decisions in a broad range 



170 Wojtek Jezierski

of situations: regulating clerical discipline, resolving doctrinal disputes, 
planting and abolishing ecclesiastical bodies, presiding over secular legal 
disputes, and so forth. What must have been particularly difficult to com-
prehend for those who met them was that these men – regardless of their 
formal position in the ecclesiastical hierarchy – were, in their legatine 
capacity, veritable incarnations of the pope’s authority acting as essen-
tial doubles of the Roman pontiff, capable of deposing bishops or arch-
bishops.8 Through this type of activity they had a direct impact on the 
networks of power spun by the local elites. For that reason, the Nordic 
elites sought proximity to the popes’ proxies whenever they landed in the 
North.

This chapter takes a closer look at the activities and itineraries of sev-
eral papal legates in order to demonstrate how the Nordic elites were 
able to transform their own networks and power bases through contact 
with Rome’s deputies. Using a handful of specific examples, I would also 
like to show how, in the course of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 
the transformation of the clerical and educational networks in which the 
Nordic ecclesiastical elites participated made the members of the Nor-
dic elite eligible to be papal legates. In other words, the purpose of this 
chapter is to explore the activity of papal legates as nodes, constricting 
or enabling interaction between an array of networks, and as mediators 
providing occasions for conversion between different types of capital – 
social, dynastic, educational, and symbolic – which the Nordic elites had 
at their disposal.9

Case I: The “Romans” in the North

William of Modena was not the first papal emissary to draw the Scandi-
navian elite into contact with the Roman Curia. As early as 1152–54, the 
papal legate Nicholas Breakspear visited Scandinavia. During his itiner-
ary he established the archiepiscopal see at Trondheim and paved the 
way for a similar arrangement at Uppsala as the archbishopric of Swe-
den, although it was not in place before 1164 and for a long period was 
subjected to the primacy of the archbishops of Lund.10 Nicholas, who 
was soon elected pope as Hadrian IV (r. 1154–59), was an Englishman 
educated at St Albans and can be seen as yet another link in the extended 
English connection which dominated the educational and ecclesiastical 
development of Scandinavia, particularly Denmark, from the turn of the 
millennium, as is more thoroughly explored in Marie Bønløkke Missu-
no’s chapter in this volume.11

One of the people in Nicholas’s retinue on his journey through the 
North was an English cleric by the name of Henry (d. 1156). He was to 
become responsible for the Swedish Christianization of southwest Fin-
land (Finland Proper) in the so-called First Finnish Crusade, which he 
allegedly led together with the Swedish king Erik IX den helige (“the 
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Saint,” r. 1155–60) in the mid-1150s. Henry was supposedly also the first 
bishop of Turku/Åbo and subsequently called a saint after his martyrdom 
in 1156. Even if the historicity of the events surrounding both Erik’s 
and Henry’s actions has been seriously questioned, neither the impor-
tant influence of the missionary and papal networks they partook in nor 
the strong ideational impact of their memory on the Swedish missionary 
activity in Finland can be denied.12

After Breakspear, we know that Rome continued to send its plenipo-
tentiaries to the North, although the information about the nature of 
their errands, especially if they did not concern Denmark, is often frag-
mentary.13 For instance, Sverris saga tells of an anonymous papal legate, 
whom King Sverre of Norway (r. 1184–1202) wanted to crown him at 
Konghelle (north of Gothenburg in today’s Sweden) on Easter of 1194. 
Apparently unaware that the king was under a papally approved ban 
issued by Archbishop Eirik Ivarsson (r. 1188–1205, at that time in exile 
at Archbishop Absalon’s cathedral in Lund), the legate was stopped at 
the last moment before consecrating the king. Sverre, reluctant to submit 
to the legate’s appeal to make peace with Eirik and the estranged Norwe-
gian episcopate, found his meddling useless and sent him back to Rome.14

Even during times when Danish prelates were eligible as papal leg-
ates (see later on), the Roman Curia continued to send the pope’s pleni-
potentiaries to Denmark. One of them was Gregorius de Crescentio (d. 
1227), whom his Nordic recipients were instructed to honor as Honorius 
III’s actual avatar by the pope’s own unequivocal command.15 Anthony 
Perron, who traced Gregorius’s mission of 1222, suggested that his visit 
might have been prompted by an internal Danish request for help in 
enforcing clerical celibacy or by the dynastic struggles in Sweden at the 
time. Yet another explanation for the dispatch concerns the ecclesiastical 
competition in Estonia between the Danish Church on one side, and the 
Sword Brethren as well as the Bishop of Riga, Albert of Buxhoeveden (r. 
1199–1229), on the other, in which Gregorius was to act as an arbitra-
tor. After the Estonian relapse and revolt in 1222/3 the entire missionary 
effort in Estonia was called into question, although this does not mean 
that Gregorius remained idle. On the contrary, during his visit to Den-
mark the legate took the chance to renew his friendship with a study com-
panion from Paris, Abbot Gunner of Øm Abbey (r. 1216–22).16 In a clear 
case of a papal intermediary converting a personal bond and educational 
capital into institutionalized recognition, Gregorius took the opportunity 
presented by the vacant episcopal see of Viborg to persuade the canons 
there to appoint his competent and eloquent friend Gunner as bishop (r. 
1222–51). The canons unanimously agreed.17 During his visit Gregorius 
also managed to reinforce the connection between the envoys of Domi-
nic de Guzmán (St Dominic) and Archbishop Anders Sunesen, which led 
to the introduction of Dominican friars first to Lund (1222/3) and then 
across Denmark, and their employment in missions to Estonia.18
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Case II: Absalon of Lund

A papal legate’s task always entailed a delicate balance. On the one hand, 
he represented the universal Church as the pope’s direct plenipotentiary. 
It is important to remember that papal legates and the idea of the papal 
plenitudo potestatis emerged in the wake of the Gregorian Reform as a 
response to the development of the Papal States, which effectively became 
what Maureen C. Miller dubbed a “radically disarticulated composite 
state.”19 This archipelago of isolated holdings scattered across the Apen-
nine Peninsula could be held together only through the networks and 
constant movement of people invested with the full power of their lord. 
As well, the new definition of papal authority initiated by Gregory VII, 
developed by Alexander III, and radically advanced by Innocent III (r. 
1198–1216) necessitated a strong connection with the local members of 
the universal Church so that the ever-growing scope of papal regulations 
could be executed exhaustively.20 On the other hand, this universal and 
unifying force had to be counterbalanced by a bottom-up movement in 
the European peripheries. Popes’ centrally appointed emissaries did not 
always possess sufficient local knowledge and connections. In order to 
remain effective in solving the problems on the ground, the popes quite 
commonly appointed high-ranking locals with social and political clout. 
It also took less time to send a plenitudo potentatis to a powerful local 
bishop, who would act without delay, than to wait for a dispatch from 
Rome. For instance, six months stretched between William of Modena’s 
appointment on New Year’s Eve and his arrival in Livonia in the sum-
mer of 1225. Finally, the legatine tasks on the Nordic periphery were not 
always considered vital enough to require a journey all the way from Italy.

In order for a local appointment to be deemed viable, however, the 
high-ranking local clerics needed to be both sufficiently competent and 
familiar to the Roman Curia. It seems that by the late twelfth century 
the time was ripe to appoint members of the Nordic ecclesiastical elite – 
at least those in Denmark – as papal legates.21 Fortunately, we have at 
our disposal the opinion about members of this group which circulated 
in northern European ecclesiastical circles at that time. As the well-
informed Abbot Arnold (r. 1177–1211/1214) of the Benedictine monas-
tery of St John in Lübeck wrote:

The Danes have made no insignificant progress also in science and 
education. The magnates in the country send their sons to Paris not 
only to an ecclesiastical career, but also to acquire secular knowl-
edge. They learn literature and the language of the country, and they 
have become advanced not only in the liberal arts, but also in theol-
ogy. Because of the natural speediness of the Danish language, they 
are subtle not only in dialectics, but also in all matters pertaining to 
church affairs, and they become good ecclesiastical or secular law-
yers and judges.22
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Arnold clearly appreciated the ruling Danish elite’s investment in their 
sons’ acquisition of educational capital, which turned them into reliable 
men of the Church. Furthermore, as we shall see later on in the exam-
ples of two locally appointed papal legates, Absalon of Lund and Anders 
Sunesen (who seem to have taken the initiative for receiving legatine dis-
tinctions), their educational and symbolic capital was directly propor-
tional to their social capital both at home and abroad.

Although Archbishop Absalon of Lund (r. 1178–1201) was not the 
first Danish church official to be appointed as papal legate (his predeces-
sor and direct sponsor to the archiepiscopal see, Eskil of Lund, enjoyed 
this privilege before him),23 he can serve as a good example of how the 
Nordic elites used their economic and social positions in interactions 
with European elites and the papacy in order to strengthen and trans-
form their local status and power base. Absalon’s well-researched, sin-
gular importance in the development of the ecclesiastical organization 
in Scandinavia, his role in Danish politics, and the territorial expansion 
of the Lund archbishopric in the second half of the twelfth century can 
hardly be overstated.24 Here I would like to point to a handful of social 
networks of which Absalon was a member, which either made him eligi-
ble as papal legate in the eyes of the Roman Curia or directly benefitted 
from his legatine appointment.

Absalon was a scion of the Skjalm clan (sometimes referred to as the 
“Hvide family”), arguably one of the two most powerful aristocratic 
families in Denmark at the time. During Absalon’s career the family’s 
power base was centered at Fjenneslev in western Zealand and the nearby 
Sorø Abbey, which Absalon’s father, Asser Rig (c. 1080–1151), founded 
together with his brother Ebbe Skjalmsen Hvide (c. 1085–1150/1) in the 
1140s. When Absalon succeeded Eskil to the see of Lund in 1177/8, a 
substantial shift occurred in Denmark’s landscape of power. The hegem-
ony of the aristocratic clan of Trund (Eskil’s kin) and its conflict-ridden 
relationship with King Valdemar the Great (r. 1157–82), was replaced by 
the king’s close alliance with the Skjalm clan. Absalon was Valdemar’s 
foster-brother and their lifelong friendship – a relationship later success-
fully transferred to Valdemar’s heir, Knud VI (r. 1182–1202) – benefitted 
both the regnum and the sacerdotium.25

Importantly, Absalon’s career attests to a growing tendency among 
Nordic aristocratic elites to seek novel forms of symbolic and cultural 
capital which would demonstrate their social and political standing. In 
the late 1140s and early 1150s, Absalon became one of the first Danes 
to be sent to study abroad (Archbishop Eskil was trained at Hildesheim) 
when he went to be educated at Ste Geneviève Abbey in Paris – thus 
avoiding involvement in yet another bloodstained period of the so-called 
civil wars in Denmark. During his stay, Absalon befriended a certain 
Canon Regular by the name of Guillaume (c. 1127–1203). Guillaume 
served as sub-prior at Ste Geneviève and was in close contact with Pope 
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Eugene III (r. 1145–53), who in turn was a former pupil of Bernard of 
Clairvaux (incidentally, Archbishop Eskil’s close friend) and the first Cis-
tercian to be elected pope. William of Æbelholt, as Guillaume is now 
commonly known, was invited to Denmark by Absalon in 1165 in order 
to introduce the order of Canons Regular to the monastery of Eskilsø, 
which he subsequently transferred to Æbelholt in 1176.26 The weight of 
the educational and ecclesiastical connections which William offered to 
the local clerical elites was decisive for pulling them into the wider Euro-
pean and papal gravitational sphere in both Absalon’s and his successors’ 
generations (see later on). Little wonder that the leaders of the Danish 
Church wanted to capitalize on William even post mortem, by converting 
this former node of social and cultural resources into an officially recog-
nized symbolic asset and object of veneration.27 In response to the Arch-
bishop of Lund’s request, in 1218 the pope set up a Danish committee to 
prove William’s sanctity. Honorius III’s final approval was withheld until 
the previously mentioned papal legate, Gregorius de Crescentio, returned 
to Rome in 1223 and provided the decisive confirmation of the mira-
cles presented in the suitably produced Sancti Willelmi Abbatis vita et 
miracula. William was canonized and enshrined in 1224, which allowed 
his remains to exert a new type of influence and render further services to 
the Danish elites in his freshly formalized and fossilized state.28

The Cistercian connection, mediated through both Eskil and Parisian 
contacts, proved to be a lasting element in Absalon’s activity. His family’s 
Hauskloster, Sorø Abbey in Zealand, was reformed from Benedictine 
to Cistercian in 1161/2 by translating monks from Esrum (a daughter 
house of Clairvaux). The monastic establishments following Absalon and 
Valdemar’s conquest of Rügen in 1168/9 were also almost exclusively 
Cistercian.29

In the 1180s and 1190s Absalon seems to have devoted his legatine 
authority and attention mainly to achieving temporal rather than spir-
itual objectives. Most of the diplomas he issued at this time regulated 
the internal and administrative matters of the Danish Church, issuing 
protection to various monasteries’ possessions or confirming donations 
and wills of both church officials and secular persons. It is significant 
that in the diplomas Absalon’s legatine capacity is referred to in the same 
breath as his archiepiscopal or episcopal functions. This suggests that 
he did not make a special distinction with respect to this function, but 
rather added this official symbolic resource, and the Roman connection 
behind it, to his previous ones to boost his aggregated authority, with his 
titles typically running like this: “Absalon, dei gratia Lundensis archiepis-
copus, apostolice sedis legatus, primas Danie atque Suethie” (Absalon, 
by the grace of God Archbishop of Lund, legate of the apostolic See, 
primate of Denmark and Sweden).30 Particularly conspicuous in his issu-
ing of diplomas and letters at that time – although not at all surprising – 
are his efforts to secure the best possible protection and a virtual legal 
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asylum for Sorø Abbey.31 Absalon also used his connection to the Roman 
Curia to assure Sorø’s protection and to grant privileges to the Cistercian 
monks as well as their patrons and donors – Absalon himself, his brother 
Esbern Snare, and cousin Sune Ebbesen – by exempting the monks from 
paying the tithe.32 Sorø, as a node in the Skjalm clan’s web of possessions, 
memoria, and power, was now enjoying papal sanction, friendship, and 
defense. For his friend’s abbey in Æbelholt, Absalon achieved nothing 
less.33

The final clauses of a vast bulk of Absalon’s diplomas issued in his 
legatine capacity, both for Sorø and on other occasions, are equipped 
with divine and saintly maledictions as well as threats of excommuni-
cation.34 This discourse largely imitates the papal diplomas that Absa-
lon was receiving from Rome at the time, which included very similar 
threats.35 In a sense, the archbishop was not only using the Roman Curia 
to sanction protection for his own, his friends’, and his family’s founda-
tions, but he was effectively appropriating the papal symbolic capital 
and converting it into economic and symbolic exemptions at home. Even 
though threats of excommunication, anathema, and saintly wrath are 
commonplace in the final clauses of episcopal diplomas of that period, 
and even if those included in Absalon’s diplomas and the papal bulls 
listed here for the most part sound repetitive and formulaic, these threats 
were not always empty.36 After all, at its core the episcopal ban cut off 
the perpetrators from all their social attachments and excluded them not 
only from the glory of partaking in the life of the ecclesia, but above all 
from receiving its protection.37 On at least one occasion, Pope Celestine 
III (r. 1191–98) had to remind Absalon what his legatine responsibilities 
were in this regard – even when angels governed men, some external 
control was necessary.

In 1193 Celestine III urged his legate in Denmark to consider using 
his power of excommunication in order to intervene in the well-known 
case of Bishop Valdemar of Schleswig (r. 1188–1208), who had been 
held captive by King Knud VI for thirteen years (1193–1206) after his 
attempt to take the Danish throne. In the initial stage of the conflict, 
the pope – taking the side of Bishop Valdemar – sent a letter to his leg-
ate harshly reproving him for inaction with regard to the conflict, for 
ignoring his previous letters, and for not putting a stop to the violence 
and outrageous infringements on ecclesiastical freedom. Absalon was to 
promptly investigate the case and verify the pope’s information. If the 
perpetrators – particularly Duke Valdemar (the future King Valdemar 
Sejr, “the Victorious,” r. 1202–41) and bishops Omer of Ribe, Peder of 
Zealand, and Asser of Viborg – did not reprove and release the bishop, 
Absalon was to put all of Denmark under interdict, excommunicate the 
duke and his helpers, and immediately suspend the bishops. Next, the 
pope sent letters to all Danish bishops, abbots, provosts, and priests, 
thus mobilizing the entire ecclesiastical organization to aid Absalon in 
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this task.38 Even though Celestine III soon switched sides and started sup-
porting the king and the archbishop against Valdemar, these three letters 
from 23 December 1193 bear witness to the enormous legatine potential 
(especially if combined with archiepiscopal might) when mustering eccle-
siastical networks to threaten and disrupt those of the secular elites.

Case III: Anders Sunesen

Anders Sunesen (r. 1202–24), successor to Archbishop Absalon in the see 
of Lund, was also appointed as papal legate and enjoyed the trust and 
delegated authority of two subsequent popes. Again, it is important to 
briefly sketch Anders’s background, indicative of his kin’s reproduction 
strategies, in order to better understand how his connections and net-
works made him eligible for the office. Anders was a nephew of Absalon 
and was thus also a scion of the Skjalm clan. His brother Peder Sunesen – 
a pupil of William at Æbelholt – was Absalon’s successor as bishop of 
Roskilde (r. 1191–1214), where Anders served as provost in the 1190s. 
From the Roman Curia’s point of view, however, it must have been his 
family’s international, and Anders’s personal, connections preceding his 
ascension to the archiepiscopal honors that made his name renowned 
in the wider ecclesiastical circles of Europe. Just like Absalon, Anders 
began his career by being dispatched together with his brother to study 
in Paris in the early 1180s. However, such an investment required nur-
turing along the way. When Peder fell seriously ill during his studies at 
Ste Geneviève monastery, Archbishop Absalon used his connections and 
wrote directly to Abbot Stephen, who presided over his alma mater, to 
take good care of Peder’s physical and spiritual condition.39

After Paris, Peder returned to Denmark, whereas Anders continued his 
education at the universities of Bologna and possibly Oxford, traveling 
widely in Europe as a teacher and preacher until the early 1190s.40 In 
1194, as chancellor to King Knud VI, Anders toured from Denmark to 
Rome, together with none other than William of Æbelholt, to plead with 
Pope Celestine III to support Ingeborg of Denmark (1175–1236) in her 
marital dispute against King Philip Augustus of France (r. 1180–1223). It 
was either during his studies in Paris or during the negotiations in Rome 
in 1194 that Anders encountered Lotario dei Conti di Segni, the future 
pope Innocent III. Lotario, at the time papal chancellor, proved to be 
a vital influence in Anders’s stellar career and particularly in his future 
legatine appointments.41 Anders’s theological training, skillful preaching, 
and devotion to the missionary cause did not go unnoticed, as we know 
from Arnold of Lübeck’s testimony penned in the 1200s.

It is clear from this brief survey that during his star-spangled trajec-
tory Anders constantly converted different forms of capital into new 
ones, reaping profits at every turn. His family connections and economic 
base were converted into his personal educational capital, which in turn 
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yielded social connections in both the Western educational centers and 
ecclesiastical circles. Anders converted his educational capital into its 
symbolic and cultural forms through his preaching – most notably dem-
onstrated in the invitation from Bishop Albert of Buxhöveden to educate 
the clerics in the Rigan cathedral chapter, which he visited in 1206/742 – 
and his theological poetry such as Hexaëmeron, as well as sponsorship 
of historiographical works such as the Gesta Danorum.43 Recognition in 
these fields could be converted into more objectified forms of capital such 
as institutional appointments like the chancellorship and episcopal titles, 
which in turn broadened his network to an even greater degree.44 After 
his appointment to the archbishopric of Lund and after he had ensured 
direct access to the pope, Anders’s advancement into the angelic bureau-
cracy in the form of legatine honors was a natural next step. “For who-
soever hath, to him shall be given, and he shall have more abundance,” 
as the Evangelist put it (Matt. 13:12).

Anders’s legatine appointments seem to have had a sharper focus and 
were briefer than Absalon’s, whose legatine capacity was somewhat pan-
oramic and undefined. Anders was appointed as papal legate to Denmark 
and Sweden for the first time in 1204, a title he held until 1206. As men-
tioned earlier, in his new legatine role the archbishop acquired immense 
powers to redraw the diocesan map in Scandinavia as he saw fit.45 Among 
his rather extraordinary prerogatives as legate was permission to give or 
refuse dispensation in the not uncommon instances of defectus natalium, 
that is, appointing to episcopal offices candidates born out of Christian 
wedlock. It means that Anders effectively controlled the ecclesiastical 
elites’ access to the episcopal nominations in Denmark, Sweden, and Fin-
land, which in a new, papally sanctioned manner reproduced the broker-
age position his predecessors in Lund had enjoyed. The issue of episcopal 
appointments was particularly pressing in the case of Finland, where few 
bishops dared to go in the early thirteenth century, meaning even such 
canonically defective candidates had to be taken into consideration.46

The second time Innocent III appointed Anders as his legate was in 
1212, an assignment we unfortunately know little about. Nonetheless, 
the wording of the papal bull bears detectable traces of the Roman Curia’s 
appreciation for Anders’s symbolic and cultural capital in the form of his 
personal reputation and his unique devotion to preaching and crusad-
ing.47 The focus on missioning and evangelization is hardly surprising, 
given Anders’s dedication to these tasks ever since he first launched a 
crusade against the Öselians in 1206 and the broader involvement of the 
Danish kingdom in crusading on the Baltic Rim at the time.48 Admittedly, 
as argued by Iben Fonnesberg-Schmidt, the appointment of Anders as 
papal legate in 1212 could be a sign that the pope did not yet attach great 
importance to crusading on this edge of the world, but relied on local 
initiatives rather than diverting his attention from the crusades to the 
Holy Land and Constantinople. Perhaps even the legatine appointment 
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itself was something of a consolation prize for the archbishop, as Lund’s 
primacy over Sweden was slipping out of his hands.49 Nevertheless, it 
is telling that the web of connections intersecting in Anders Sunesen’s 
persona was considered by Rome to be dependable enough to leave the 
North to his control.

Finally, a good example of how attractive the connectedness and sym-
bolic clout of the legatine office could appear to the local ecclesiasti-
cal elites can be found in the curious case of a counterfeit legate that 
appeared during the Danish crusade to Prussia in the 1200s and 1210s. 
The crusade was a partially competitive, partially cooperative effort 
of the archbishoprics of Lund and Gniezno, represented in the region 
by the Cistercian monasteries in Colbatz (Polish: Kołbacz) and Łękno, 
respectively. It seems that the initiative for the crusade in the region origi-
nated in the mind of Abbot Godefrid of Łękno. His enterprise was soon 
highjacked, however, by Christian (future Bishop of Prussia, r. 1215/16–
1245), a monk from Colbaz, which was a Danish foundation from 
Esrum. Christian not only bypassed Godefrid in receiving support for 
the crusade from Rome but also received backing from Gniezno and its 
Archbishop Henryk Kietlicz (r. 1199–1219). As an effect of the crusading 
bull from 1210, Valdemar the Victorious’s troops entered Prussia, and 
the king vowed to fight against the pagans and assist in their conversion. 
What was originally a local crusade in Pomerelia directed mainly from 
Greater Poland was becoming an international affair dominated by the 
Danish elites.50

In the midst of the crusade, in March 1213, Anders Sunesen received 
a bull from the pope regarding an imposter passing as bishop and papal 
legate who, after his capture, was in Anders’s custody.51 According to 
the scholars who have studied this unusual case, the exchange between 
Innocent III and Anders – the actual papal legate at the time – concerning 
the spurious emissary most likely referred to the previously mentioned 
Godefrid from Łękno acting in the missionary region.52 Thanks to the 
pope’s intervention, the false legatine and episcopal decisions were to be 
annulled, and the archbishop of Lund received permission to imprison 
the impersonator for life. Setting aside the fact that the papal bull of 1213 
in all probability meant a decisive blow for the Gniezno archbishopric’s 
crusading efforts, the document is a testament to how much symbolic 
clout and institutional influence the legatine title offered – so much so 
that one was tempted to counterfeit it.

Case IV: Meeting in Skänninge, 1248

William of Modena returned to the North again in the 1230s, and for 
the last time in the 1240s, this time as Cardinal of Sabina. William’s 
first important stopover was Bergen in Norway, where he crowned 
King Haakon Haakonson (r. 1217–63) in 1247. From there he headed 
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southeast. During his visit to Sweden, on 1 March 1248, together with 
Birger Magnusson (r. 1248–66 as Birger Jarl, i.e., earl of Sweden), Wil-
liam issued a document at the synod in Skänninge which was a ripple of 
the Gregorian Reform as well as the First (1123), Second (1139), and 
Fourth (1215) Lateran Councils and as such had an essential bearing on 
the definition of the status of priests and bishops in Sweden. As he stated, 
upon his visit William found the Swedish priesthood in utter moral disar-
ray, something he attributed to the raging civil war in which King Erik 
Eriksson (r. 1222–29, 1234–50) fought against a part of the aristocracy. 
This chaos, which enabled many clergymen to take wives or concu-
bines, led to endemic nepotism when priestly sons inherited their fathers’ 
offices – a concern which the Danish episcopate had already dealt with 
half a century earlier. In effect, Church property in Sweden was being 
alienated, and William’s intervention was intended to end these prac-
tices.53 The decrees of Skänninge thus had a direct impact on the rela-
tionship between the powerful families and their members entering the 
Church’s service. From that point, these groups were to be more clearly 
separated and the uncircumscribed flow of property between the secular 
and ecclesiastical elites was to be frozen or slowed down at the very least. 
As well, in light of regulations introduced by the pope’s legates at the 
time, the episcopal appointments could no longer consider men born out 
of properly sanctioned wedlock as they had before, at least not without 
a dispensation.54 In other words, Swedish priests and bishops should be 
more angel-like, William insisted.

It is important to take a closer look at the power position from which 
William was issuing his decree and the occasional node which made this 
position possible. During his visit the papal legate was effectively the 
earl’s guest, considering that Skänninge, where the meeting took place, 
lies just five kilometers from Birger Magnusson’s family’s power base 
in Bjälbo (Östergötland), crowned by a monumental forty-meter-high 
church tower raised only a decade or two earlier.55 Aligning himself with 
Birger Jarl – the most serious contender for the position of acting ruler 
of Sweden at that point – and receiving his backing for the new regu-
lations was a way for the legate to see that the papal provisions were 
implemented. Most likely William had also heard about, and approved 
of, the so-called Second Swedish Crusade conquering southwestern Fin-
land, which Birger organized a decade earlier, in 1236/7.56 The politi-
cal attraction between these two men must have been mutual, since the 
powerful magnate also greatly benefitted from a papal plenipotentiary’s 
recognition. The document secured the ecclesiastical support of William’s 
normative transformation in no uncertain terms. The current Archbishop 
of Uppsala, Jarler (r. 1236–55), and his suffragan bishops were made 
responsible for taking control of their subjects’ morality and giving back 
to the pope what was duly his. The absence of the current king of Sweden 
from the document is conspicuous to say the least.
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If we view the synodic decree of 1248 as a node in which different 
networks interacted and from which others were excluded, we should 
conclude that the Skänninge provision was as much documenting the 
papal recognition of the alignment between Birger Jarl and the Swedish 
Church, vis-à-vis the king and other groups of the aristocracy, as it was 
bringing this new coalition into existence. It is of little wonder that in 
the very same year, King Erik recognized Birger’s position and gave him 
the title of jarl, which made him the de facto ruler of Sweden. The far-
reaching consequences of the coalition materialized in William’s docu-
ment soon became tangible. Within three years of the Skänninge synod, 
Birger Jarl managed to marry off his daughter Rikissa to the future heir 
of Norway, decisively defeated the magnates opposing his hegemony at 
the Battle of Herrevadsbro (1251), and had his son Valdemar enthroned 
(r. 1250–75).

William of Modena’s/Sabina’s decree of 1248 also introduced new for-
malizations of the episcopal power and the influence bishops could exert 
on the Swedish elites’ social capital. Similarly to the involvement of papal 
legate Guido in Øm Abbey’s dispute with its bishop, studied by Svein-
ung K. Boye in this volume, William’s decree regulated the provisions 
of hospitality that visiting bishops could expect from their subjects. For 
instance, episcopal visitations in a diocese were to become more formal-
ized, limited only to the bishop’s closest retinue. Their length was lim-
ited to a maximum of four days, and payment for their accommodation 
became clearly defined.57 Previous ambiguities about how many guests 
could be invited, and by whom, were being cleared up. In other words, 
the means and the character of their reception were less susceptible to 
negotiation and were no longer understood as a type of voluntary gift or 
an expression of friendship. From now on hospitality towards bishops 
constituted a service and an obligation, from which their subjects could 
simply buy themselves out.58 In other words, the legate was durably 
transforming the material and formal means through which the Swedish 
elites were able to reproduce their positions.

In the same way, William arranged for the power of the bishops to 
destroy the social networks of those violating the Church’s regulations as 
well as its declared enemies. The preiously mentioned separation between 
priests and their unlawful families was enforced under the ban of excom-
munication, if with some tolerance for the elderly priests permitted to 
keep their wives under the provision of chastity. Bishops demanding 
undue hospitality from their clerical subjects also risked being excom-
municated. Besides these general regulations, the potential violators of 
the Dominican monasteries in Sigtuna and Skänninge ran an exceptional 
risk of excommunication, even if the king and the jarl were explicitly 
excluded from this threat.59

Such specific protection provided for the Dominicans in Sweden was 
not a coincidence. The preaching friars were very close to William of 
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Modena’s/Sabina’s heart. He considered them to be an important element 
in a wider network aimed at full conversion of the Scandinavian and 
Baltic peripheries. Already in the 1220s William had installed  Dominican 
priests throughout Livonia explicitly for missionary purposes, a process 
initiated by Anders Sunesen. Moreover, the Dominicans from  Sigtuna, 
supported by a great many letters of indulgence from William of  Modena/
Sabina during the winter of 1247/48,60 subsequently became engaged in 
the promotion of the cult of Swedish missionary martyrs such as the 
saints Erik and Henry, in whose footsteps Birger Jarl had organized the 
crusade to Finland. Just two weeks before the meeting in Skänninge, 
 William of Modena/Sabina confirmed the donation of a pious book from 
Bishop Thomas of Åbo (124?–1245) to Sigtuna monastery.61 The Sig-
tuna Dominicans’ special connection to the bishopric of Åbo continued 
to develop and flourish afterwards and eventually their prior, Johannes, 
ascended to the episcopal office there in 1286.62

Conclusions

The pontificate of Innocent III bridging the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies and his extension of the papal plenitudo potestatis constituted a 
watershed in the Lateran’s attitude towards the independence of local 
churches in Europe. As Perron states, the archiepiscopate of Anders 
Sunesen marked both the apex and decline of the Danish prelates’ 
widely defined papal authority in Scandinavia. After Anders’s death 
the Roman Curia tended to micromanage local churches more and 
more through men like William of Modena – that is, by appointing 
a legatus missus or a latere sent directly from Rome, rather than an 
influential local legatus natus like Anders or Absalon.63 The extraor-
dinary impact of these two men thus reflects a transformation during 
which the Nordic ecclesiastical elites made remarkable use of their 
informal networks and different sorts of capital before the arrival of 
new formalizations of church offices molded in Rome and supervised 
from there.

Although the examples discussed earlier do not exhaust the range of 
papal interventions in Nordic ecclesiastical politics or cover the full scope 
of legatine appointments during the period at hand, it is important to 
appreciate how such momentary and momentous visits from papal leg-
ates connected many different types of networks by pulling together elites 
from the entire region and the rest of Europe. During these visits matters 
of ecclesiastical discipline or of granting access (or required dispensation) 
to church offices were interwoven and interlaid with more topical issues 
of missioning and crusading in the region, reforming monastic houses, 
establishing entirely new monastic orders and episcopal sees, and build-
ing or breaking dynastic alliances. The spiritualia flowed seamlessly into 
the temporalia.
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The papal concerns of clerical purity, indulgences, and bringing salvation 
to the pagans represented in the cases discussed here – especially during the 
period leading up to the Fourth Lateran Council and directly afterwards – 
may have been universal and stated in sophisticated theological language. 
But in their practical application by the papal emissaries these issues often 
hinged on factors that turned out to be personal and often quite mundane, 
and in order to achieve their goals the angels had to play all the angles. 
In the legatine appointments, rather than sending its plenipotentiaries 
into the unknown, the Roman Curia relied on pre-established contacts. 
It was because of friendships, common acquaintances, and intercessions – 
 especially those forged in the European educational centers – that the popes 
and their advisors could be confident that their emissaries’ policies would 
not fall on barren ground. Through these channels the Roman Curia could 
also become acquainted with the members of the local Nordic elites either 
through intermediaries, or personally when they came across the Tiber on 
particularly pressing ecclesiastical and dynastical errands. Similarly, from 
the local elites’ point of view, papal legates dispatched from Rome could be 
considered an asset only if they already had a social reputation anchored 
in their local connections. As a result, the members of the local elites were 
prone to using the legates as leverage in their own politics by persuading 
them to side with some factions against others.

As we saw in the examples of Absalon and Anders Sunesen, the locally 
appointed papal legates functioned as virtual exchange bureaus. They con-
verted and transubstantiated papal authority and protection, recognition in 
international educational circles, or crusading appeals into local currencies 
and forms of social and political capital, which tied together powerful fami-
lies, their local monastic foundations, and political ambitions both at home 
and abroad. In other words, the local legates aligned the concerns of the 
universal Church with their own interests and agendas. By appropriating 
the symbolic power and discourse of malediction from the Roman pontiffs 
in the form of a holy, inseparable fusion of the priestly ministerium and gov-
ernmental mysterium invested in legatine office, they made the “generals’ 
ideas appear in the local context as general ideas.”64 Finally, for the Nordic 
elites the papal legates – both Roman and local – constituted very appeal-
ing, incarnated annunciations of what a sacralized ‘political technology of 
delegation’ looked like. In this sense, the legates transformed these elites’ 
ideas about the future potential for efficiency and representative glory cre-
ated by their own institutionalized governance and bureaucratic hierarchy.65 
It is of little wonder that popes began to consider them their angels.
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10 Social Friendships Between 
the Dominican Order and 
Elite Groups in Thirteenth-
Century Scandinavia

Johnny Grandjean Gøgsig Jakobsen

The Dominican Order was founded in 1216. In 1220 the first Dominican 
Friars Preachers were sent to Scandinavia, and in 1222 the order’s first 
(lasting) convent in Scandinavia was founded in Lund. By 1250, eighteen 
male and female convents had been established within the Dominican 
province of Dacia, i.e., Scandinavia and northern Estonia, and by 1300, 
the number of houses had reached twenty-six.1 Because the Dominican 
Order was without the financial means to implement this process itself, 
its rapid dissemination and growth depended on significant support from 
various elite groups already present in Scandinavian society. The same 
could, of course, be argued for all monastic institutions of the Middle 
Ages, but the need for several and continuous friendships with influen-
tial groups in the surrounding society was particularly outspoken for 
the mendicant orders, who were forbidden by their own constitutions to 
hold large amounts of income-generating property, and therefore, unlike 
e.g., the Benedictines and Cistercians, could not survive for generations 
on landed donations acquired from just one generous founder in the ini-
tial years of the monastery. The mendicant friars needed to nourish and 
expand their friendships in the outside world continuously in order to 
maintain their existence. In this chapter I will focus on elite friendships 
between the Friars Preachers and influential families, groups, and institu-
tions in thirteenth-century Scandinavia, with the hope of clarifying pos-
sible motives, expectations, and outcomes for both sides in such more or 
less formalized relationships. The chapter aims to show how the success 
of the Friars Preachers was not least based on their ability to establish 
and maintain a complex set of many-sided and internally overlapping 
social ties – a heterogeneous and dynamic network of friendships, which 
mirrored the growing social complexity of the urban environment of  
thirteenth-century Europe in which the Dominican Order took off.

Founding Friends of the Friars

When planning the establishment of a new Dominican convent, the fri-
ars were deeply dependent on a positive reception from a number of 
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Map 10.1  Dominican convents in the province of Dacia and its immediate sur-
roundings around 1300.

Source: Map by author.

influential groups. Basically, four parties had to agree before a convent 
could be founded: the order itself had to want and approve it; the bishop 
of the diocese had to allow it; the magistrate of the home city had to 
permit it; and somebody had to be willing to pay for it. Among these 
facilitating parties, one or two were usually the prime initiator(s). Just 
who took this initiative seems to have changed over the course of the 
Middle Ages.2

Upon their first arrival and until the mid-thirteenth century, Friars 
Preachers all over Europe were particularly welcomed by the bishops, 
who must have seen the friars as the answer to the renewed emphasis 
of the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 on increasing pastoral efforts 
towards laypeople (Canon 10) and improving the education of the secu-
lar diocesesan clergy (Canon 11). In some places the Friars Preachers 
were not just welcomed by the bishops, they were invited by them. Such 
explicit invitations are preserved from, among others, Archbishop Albert 
of Magdeburg (1225), Bishop Hugues of Liège (1229), Bishop Nicolaus 
of Riga (1234), and Archbishop Juhel of Reims (1246), and explicitly 
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state the need for preachers and clerical teachers.3 No direct invitations 
are preserved from Scandinavia, but most Danish, Swedish, and Nor-
wegian bishops seem to have supported Dominican foundations in their 
dioceses. The Danish archbishop Anders Sunesen himself gave the Friars 
Preachers a house in central Lund next to the cathedral, which was even-
tually developed into a friary with its own church.4 In Sweden, there was 
a significant shift in favor of the Dominican Order when Archbishop 
Olof of Uppsala died and was replaced by Jarler in 1236, who not only 
endorsed the founding of Dominican convents in five Swedish dioceses, 
but also chose to be buried in the Dominican friary church in Sigtuna.5 
Even in places with no extant written records of the arrival of Friars 
Preachers, it is possible to deduce a positive and active episcopal involve-
ment.6 Thus, it was no coincidence that the foundation of Dominican 
convents in the second quarter of the thirteenth century mainly took 
place in cathedral cities and other major ecclesiastical centers. With the 
foundation of a Dominican convent in Strängnäs in 1268, the Order 
of Preachers was represented in seventeen of the twenty-one dioceses 
in Scandinavia, in fourteen cases in the very center of the diocese, and 
then almost always with a friary location in the immediate vicinity of 
the cathedral chapter. By this time, Dominican convents had also been 
established in supplementary secular-ecclesiastical centers such as Hader-
slev, Åhus, Skänninge, Sigtuna, and Visby; in Haderslev, the foundation 
seems to have coincided with the formation of a local secular collegiate 
chapter of canons subject to the bishop of Schleswig around 1250.7 By 
teaming up with the Friars Preachers, the Scandinavian episcopate not 
only gained an elite corps of eloquent preachers and theological teach-
ers based near the secular-ecclesiastical centers; they also signaled to the 
Papal Curia that the implementation of Canons 10 and 11 of the Fourth 
Lateran Council was well underway. Likewise, for the Friars Preachers, 
amicable relations with the local episcopal elite were vital: not only did 
the friars require the bishop’s permission to settle in the diocese; without 
episcopal backing the friars would have had a limited license to preach 
outside their own churches, and few among the laity and the secular 
clergy would have recognized their theological authority – and thereby 
their entire raison d’être.

Almost all mendicant friaries were placed in urban areas, either inside 
the actual town or just outside one of the gates. For such a location to be 
permitted and to function, the friars needed the acceptance of the town 
magistrate. In the first half of the thirteenth century, this was not always 
as easy as one might expect. Unlike their Franciscan colleagues, the Friars 
Preachers usually set their sights on the bigger towns and cities, but it 
seems that initially the municipal authorities often failed to see any obvi-
ous advantage to letting in yet another ecclesiastical institution which 
would not pay urban taxes on its property and would generally be placed 
outside municipal jurisdiction. In Wismar, for instance, the foundation 
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of a Dominican convent was only allowed in 1294 after the friars had 
entered into a contract with the magistrate that limited their privileges in 
numerous aspects.8 Precautions were also taken in Rostock and Elbląg 
to keep taxable urban land from the hands of the tax-exempted friars.9 
While the urban bourgeoisie of northern Europe, contrary to the impres-
sion often given in the literature, generally showed little interest in the 
mendicant orders before the fifteenth century, from the mid-thirteenth 
century onwards the town magistrates as institutions gradually began 
to see the value of housing mendicant convents.10 A growing part of the 
lay population apparently enjoyed listening to the sermons of the elo-
quent mendicant preachers, and as the initially close relations between 
the episcopate and the mendicants began to cool after 1250, some city 
magistrates, such as those in Lübeck, found in the Dominicans a new ally 
against their old episcopal foe.11 The most positive municipal attitude 
towards the friars is seen in smaller towns, where the existence of at 
least one mendicant convent appears to have been an essential element 
of basic urban identity by the mid-thirteenth century; a town without 
a friary was not really considered a town!12 From some smaller towns 
around Europe there are even examples of written invitations from the 
municipal authorities asking the orders to establish a house with them, 
“just like you have done in other cities, which now bask in the glory of 
the friars’ sacred house,” as stated by the city council of Bern in 1269.13 
Again, no such explicit invitations are preserved from Scandinavia, but 
it is noteworthy that the Dominican convents in Holbæk, Halmstad, and 
Vejle – medieval towns which otherwise must have been of little inter-
est to the Dominicans – were founded in the period 1275–1325, when 
the very same towns appear to have gained their first urban privileges.14 
For the Friars Preachers themselves, the city councils were of course the 
key lay elite institutions to connect with, since so many practical aspects 
of the friars’ everyday lives would be much easier if the council had a 
generally positive view of the convent. Moreover, members of the city 
councils often came to provide the most profitable access to donations, 
funerals, and chantry foundations from the patriciate families of the city. 
While smaller towns (like Holbæk, Halmstad, and Vejle) by themselves 
may have held little attraction for the friars, they could be valuable as 
geographically well positioned bases for the important rural campaigns 
(the terminario) of the mendicants.15 In addition, it is very likely that the 
magistrates of the smaller towns were much more accommodating than 
they were in the bigger, more reluctant cities. In Vejle, for example, the 
Dominican convent appears to have owned a significant part of the town 
by the end of the Middle Ages.16

A third and final participant required for the foundation of a men-
dicant convent was the town lord. With a few exceptions, lordship of 
all Scandinavian cities in the thirteenth century was administered by 
princely rulers, i.e., the kings of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden and the 
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duke of Schleswig-Holstein. Temporary regents like Skule Jarl of Nor-
way and Birger Jarl of Sweden can also be placed in this group. Without 
the acceptance of the local princely lord, it would have been practically 
impossible for the friars to settle in any Scandinavian town, and thus it 
would seem that such permissions must have been granted. But, unlike 
their colleagues elsewhere in Europe, there is hardly any explicit evidence 
that Scandinavian royalty acted as the prime initiators of the founda-
tion of any Dominican convents in the thirteenth century – with the con-
vent in Oslo, said to have been founded by King Haakon Haakonsson 
in 1240, being the sole exception.17 Whereas the Dominican Order gen-
erally enjoyed very amicable relations with the ruling princely dynas-
ties of thirteenth-century Europe, often with friars acting as personal 
confessors and councilors for kings, queens, dukes, and the like, this 
is a slightly less obvious phenomenon in Scandinavia. Certainly, King 
Haakon Haakonsson of Norway (r. 1217–63); King Christopher I of 
Denmark (r. 1252–59), along with his son Erik V Klipping (r. 1259–86) 
in his youth; and Birger Jarl of Sweden (1248–66) are all known to have 
made extensive use of select Dominican friars as diplomats, envoys, and 
court councilors,18 thereby placing leading Dominican friars in the net-
work of bishops, abbots, and lay lords who enjoyed the king’s trust. But 
these connections seem to have been based on the personal preferences 
of particular kings rather than an institutional connection. As soon as 
Haakon, Christopher, and Birger Jarl died, and Erik Klipping came of age 
(around 1267), the Dominican role at the courts of Scandinavia seems 
to have vanished. More lasting relationships, beyond those of particular 
individuals, were formed between Dominican convents and certain fami-
lies of the highest nobility in northern Europe from the mid-thirteenth 
century onwards.19 In both Denmark and Sweden, such Dominican con-
nections to leading noble families are especially evident in the period 
1290–1350,20 but, at least for the Danish Hvide family, we know about 
their involvement in the foundation of Dominican and especially Francis-
can convents from the first half of the thirteenth century.21 It seems that in 
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries it became increasingly popular for 
leading noble families to manifest themselves with a memoria cult pro-
gram, in which the mendicant convents proved to be highly useful. Many 
lords and ladies could afford to found mendicant convents – which were 
significantly cheaper to establish than abbeys of the old monastic orders 
because the mendicants needed only a house and not a huge landed estate 
to go with it. The nobles also founded altars and burial places in the men-
dicant churches, along with perpetual masses to be held on the founders’ 
anniversaries for the benefit of the souls of their entire families.22 For the 
friars, close and amicable relations to the ruling lay classes, be it kings or 
powerful noble families, were attractive for several reasons. They often 
paid for the construction of priories; they provided a continuous stream 
of alms and donations after the foundation; they often led to new and 
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beneficial contact with other families who wanted to connect with the 
initial friends of the friars; and they acted as powerful supporters in legal 
and political disputes. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, just as with 
their relationship with the bishops, the public knowledge that the friars 
had the support of the highest lay elite in the kingdom helped cement the 
friars’ own authority in society: when both the bishop and the local lord 
openly vouched for them, the sermons of the Friars Preachers had to be 
worth listening to.

When reading secondary literature, one easily gets the impression that 
the mendicant orders mainly found their friends and support outside of 
the established Church. Indeed, the friars are usually portrayed as being 
in bitter rivalry with both the secular church and other monastic orders. 
Admittedly, conflicts with the secular clergy and between orders existed, 
but the truth is that in most places there is significant evidence to the 
contrary, suggesting that in the majority of cases the friars were wel-
comed by the cathedral and parish clergy, as well as by other monastic 
institutions, with whom many friendships and horizontal ties were estab-
lished.23 In the following, I will offer a closer look at two of the elite–
ecclesiastical friendship groups which included the Dominican Order in 
mid-thirteenth-century Scandinavia: with canons secular of the cathedral 
chapters and with nuns of other monastic orders.

Friars Preachers and Canons Secular

Mendicant friars had a somewhat ambivalent relationship with the 
secular clergy. Numerous scholarly studies have stressed how the friars 
challenged the pastoral monopoly of the secular church, and evidence 
of rivalry is indeed abundant, particularly regarding preaching, confes-
sion, and funerals. On the other hand, the Friars Preachers were highly 
dependent on maintaining an amicable relationship with the bishops, 
canons secular, and parish clergy around Europe if their mission was to 
have any chance of success. Only with the permission of local bishops, 
cathedral canons, and parish curators could the friars preach to the lay 
population, and only with explicit approval from the same secular clergy 
could the friars hope to be acknowledged by the rest of society as a trust-
worthy authority on God’s will. For the secular clergy, good relations 
with Dominican friars soon proved to be beneficial in numerous ways as 
well, first and foremost because the friars provided a theological basis for 
the secular church to build upon.

More than any other segment within the secular church, the Fri-
ars Preachers of Scandinavia, as elsewhere, were closely connected to 
the canons secular of the cathedral chapters right from the beginning. 
Indeed, the very first initiative for the Order of Preachers to establish 
itself in Scandinavia was not taken by any king, bishop, or even the order 
itself, but by a secular prelate. Provost Gaufred of Sigtuna was a member 
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of the cathedral chapter of Uppsala, and it was probably in this capac-
ity that he was in Rome in 1220, where he became aware of the newly 
established order. Gaufred allegedly approached the founder of the order, 
St Dominic, and asked him to let some of his brethren follow him back 
to Sweden, where he would see to the foundation of a house for them in 
Sigtuna. Dominic complied and sent two recently admitted friars, Nico-
laus Lundensis and Simon de Suecia, but their plans were blocked by 
Archbishop Olof Basatömir.24 The first lasting foundation of the Domini-
can Order in Scandinavia took place in Lund in 1222. As the basis for a 
friary, the friars were given a house that had formerly been the residence 
of a Magister Johannes at the cathedral chapter, and the Dominican fri-
ary in Lund was therefore situated next to the cathedral chapterhouse.25 
Rano, the first friar appointed to lead the Dominican province of Dacia 
(i.e., Scandinavia), which was formed in the mid-1220s, had himself 
begun as a canon secular. He reached the rank of dean at the cathedral 
chapter in Roskilde before deciding upon a mendicant career path during 
a stay at the University of Paris.26

Rano was far from the only former canon secular in Scandinavia to 
become a Friar Preacher. In fact, of the admittedly small number of cases 
in which sources allow for a glimpse into the pre-Dominican life of a 
Scandinavian friar, several appear to have found their way to the fri-
ary via a cathedral chapter – especially within the first hundred years of 
the order’s existence. These include Fr. Boecius, prior of the convent in 
Roskilde in 1267 and formerly a provost at the nearby cathedral chap-
ter,27 and Fr. Israel Erlandi, who was to become lector and prior of the 
convent in Sigtuna as well as one of the most esteemed theologians in 
Scandinavia of his time, and who started out as canon secular at the 
cathedral chapter in Uppsala before joining the order around 1281.28 
Similar career changes are commonly recorded for friars elsewhere in 
northern and central Europe, just as with St Dominic himself, who had 
initially been an Augustinian canon at the cathedral chapter of Osma in 
Spain. Even when friars had not once been secular prelates themselves, 
they are often found to have had brothers and uncles who were, suggest-
ing that Friars Preachers were frequently recruited from the same families 
that gave sons to the cathedral chapters.

Indeed, close contact between Friars Preachers and cathedral can-
ons seems to have been the goal of numerous Dominican foundations, 
especially in the period 1220–50, so as to comply with Canon 11 of the 
Fourth Lateran Council about improving the education of parish clergy. 
This was to be achieved by the newly established diocese schools at the 
cathedral chapters, administered by the canons, but even where such 
cathedral chapters were established (a process which was still incomplete 
in many dioceses of thirteenth-century Scandinavia), only a few canons 
secular could be expected to have received university training in anything 
but the arts and canon law.29 Thus, expertise in theology was often better 
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found in the monastic orders. For most canons secular, Dominican super-
vision of theology was apparently not seen as an enforced nuisance. In 
one case in Skara, the initiative for a Dominican foundation may even 
have been taken by the canons secular, as the local convent of Friars 
Preachers was founded in 1239 during an episcopal interregnum from 
1238 to 1240–41.30 The extent to which Friars Preachers actually taught 
at cathedral schools is uncertain, but I have found no evidence for it any-
where in northern Europe. Despite this, numerous studies suggest that 
the Dominican Order had a profound influence on the theological and 
pastoral training of secular clergy at the cathedral schools all over thir-
teenth- and fourteenth-century Scandinavia, which can only have hap-
pened via the canons secular in charge of the teaching.31

One way for canons secular to benefit from Dominican teaching and 
wisdom was through books. Dominican books were fundamentally 
meant for the order’s own brethren, but eventually they became at least 
as widespread and influential among the secular clergy. Cathedral chap-
ters all over northern Europe, especially in the fourteenth century, appear 
to have been richly equipped with Dominican textbooks on theology, not 
least on the matters of preaching and hearing confession; examples of 
this are also abundant in Scandinavia.32 While most of this Dominican 
literature was imported, mainly from France and Italy, some Scandina-
vian friars are known to have contributed to the genre themselves. The 
Norwegian Fr. Hjalm, for instance, wrote “in his own hand” a small 
missale and a breviarium portatile, which King Haakon V donated to 
the cathedral of Oslo in 1312–19. The missale was to be used for the 
common good of all priests of the chapter when traveling and celebrating 
mass outside the cathedral.33

Furthermore, it is noteworthy that in most diocese centers with Domin-
ican foundations, the physical location of the friary was next to the local 
cathedral chapter.34 This proximity of the two ecclesiastical institutions 
was hardly coincidental. When Bishop Nicolaus of Riga gave the Friars 
Preachers a site with a stone house near the cathedral precinct in Riga 
in 1234, it was explicitly stressed that this was where the friars were 
to settle.35 There were similar friary–cathedral proximities for all four 
convents in Norway,36 for the first friary in Tallinn,37 and for five out of 
seven Dominican convents in the cathedral cities of Denmark.38 For some 
unknown reason, however, this was not the case in Sweden. Even though 
Dominican houses were established in most diocesan centers here as well, 
none of them were adjacent to the cathedral chapters or other major 
secular churches.39 Instead, the Swedish Friars Preachers were more often 
placed near local royal castles.

Another way to search for network contacts of an ecclesiastical insti-
tution in the Middle Ages is by looking at its financial benefactors. Of 
the 268 recorded donations made to the Dominican Order in the prov-
ince of Dacia in the period 1220–1349, seventy-two (27%) came from 
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ecclesiastical donors. The biggest number of donations within this group 
came from the canons secular, who accounted for 16%. If we add dona-
tions made by the bishops, who usually originated from cathedral can-
onry, a total of 21% of all known donations made to the Friars Preachers 
in Scandinavia came from acting or former canons secular. Whereas this 
percentage remained unaltered throughout the period in question, there 
were significant differences between the various cathedral chapters: of the 
forty-two donating canons secular in question, sixteen came from Lund, 
ten from Uppsala, and seven from Linköping. In connection to the previ-
ously mentioned question of physical proximity, it is thus worth noting 
that two of the three cathedral chapters most generous towards Domini-
can convents in Scandinavia (i.e., Uppsala and Linköping) were not in 
the same city as the endowed friars. Apparently, the friars could maintain 
amicable contacts with cathedral chapters without living close by.

This picture of friendly and mutually beneficial relations between Fri-
ars Preachers and canons secular would probably strike some readers as 
quite contrary to the impression often provided by literature on the topic, 
especially older literature. Here, the friars of the mendicant orders are 
usually portrayed as unwelcome rivals to and competitors with the secu-
lar clergy, depriving the latter of its pastoral authority and, not least, of 
its income derived from offerings, donations, and burials. It is indeed true 
that such issues began to emerge from the middle of the thirteenth cen-
tury, creating a mendicant–secular gap within the intellectual circles at 

Figure 10.1  The social mix of donors behind the 268 recorded donations to the 
Friars Preachers in the province of Dacia in the period 1220–1349.
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the University of Paris in particular, which eventually led to the infamous 
bull Super cathedram issued by Pope Boniface VIII in 1300 in which the 
pastoral privileges of the mendicant orders were explicitly settled.40 This 
generally hostile picture is often backed by colorful case studies, such 
as one from Bergen, where the Dominican friary was, as in most other 
places, built next to the cathedral chapterhouse. In this case, however, 
it never became a friendly relationship. Indeed, the very first record we 
have of the Friars Preachers in Bergen is from 1247, when a papal legate 
severely reprimanded the canons for putting a line of toilets on top of a 
slope leading down to the cemetery and church of their Dominican neigh-
bors; obviously with the deliberate purpose of harassing the friars and 
keeping the citizens of Bergen away from their church.41 Although papal 
legates, bishops, and kings tried to settle the strife, it apparently contin-
ued for centuries. In an attempted settlement from around 1328–30, the 
reasons listed for the dispute are the usual ones known from elsewhere 
in Europe (times for preaching, the right to hear confession, economic 
compensation for burials, etc.),42 but since these issues were apparently 
so much harder to settle in Bergen than elsewhere in Scandinavia the true 
core of the disagreement should perhaps be sought elsewhere. I have sug-
gested that it may have to do with the pervasive presence of foreigners in 
Bergen, especially the Hansa merchants, who often seem to have ignored 
the ecclesiastical authority of the canons and the secular church in favor 
of the local Dominicans who spoke their languages and whose customs 
they were familiar with from back home.43 In Tallinn, too, canons and 
friars never seem to have been on even remotely friendly terms,44 but for 
the province of Dacia as a whole, these are the only two exceptions to 
the apparently amicable relationships between convents and chapters. 
This was also the case in the vast majority of cathedral cities around 
northern Europe, in spite of the few, but frequently presented, cases to 
the contrary.

It was indeed an explicit aim of the Dominican Order to keep their 
relations with the cathedral chapters as good as possible. This was also 
stressed for the friars in Dacia, who at their provincial chapter held in 
Lund in 1254 were informed about several regulations decided at the 
General Chapter, among them an admonition that all friars should act 
humbly towards secular prelates and abstain from provoking com-
plaints.45 It would appear that, perhaps apart from the convent in Ber-
gen, the Dacian friars generally managed to comply with this instruction, 
as there is plenty of evidence that Scandinavian Dominicans and canons 
secular worked together. In numerous cases, Friars Preachers acted as 
witnesses to letters along with cathedral canonry or sometimes even testi-
fied in favor of the canons or vice versa.46

Finally, friars and canons secular could intercede for each other posthu-
mously. To increase the synergic value of prayers and thereby shorten the 
stay in purgatory for the souls of late brethren and sisters, ecclesiastical 
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communities entered more or less formalized confraternities with one 
another early on. These groups included the names of deceased members 
of other religious communities in their libri memoriales to be read out 
and prayed for by the friars during the daily memorial services. Such a 
necrologium is preserved for the cathedral chapter of canons secular in 
Lund, which, in a section covering the thirteenth century, in addition 
to confraternities with the Benedictine monks of All Saints Abbey in 
Lund and the Augustinian canons regular in Dalby, includes the names 
of twenty-one deceased Friars Preachers, predominantly from the neigh-
boring convent in Lund, who were to be prayed for by the canons.47 
Undoubtedly, the Lund Dominicans did the same for their secular con-
fratres at the neighboring cathedral. The Order of Preachers also made 
libri memoriales with lists of those to be remembered. In Scandinavia, 
extracts of such Dominican necrologies are preserved from the convents 
in Ribe and Oslo, but none of these contain notes on confraternities. The 
reason for this may be that for the mendicant orders such arrangements 
often went beyond the individual convent to include the entire province. 
It was decided at the Dominican and Franciscan provincial chapters for 
whom all the convents were to pray. Such provincial chapter acts for the 
Friars Preachers in Dacia are preserved for a few years in the second half 
of the thirteenth century, and although they do not explicitly use the term 
“confraternity,” something of the kind seems to have been in place; for 
instance, the acts of 1291 describe how all convents of the province were 
to say a daily mass to intercede for the Cistercian nuns of Sko Abbey in 
Sweden.48 The Cistercian sisters in Sko had several confraternal friends, 
who, besides the Friars Preachers, later came to include the Friars Minor 
and Hospitallers of St Anthony in all of Scandinavia, the Brigittines in 
Vadstena, the Carthusians in Mariefred, and the Hospital of the Holy 
Ghost in Linköping.49 This rich circle of interceding friends should, how-
ever, not diminish the fact that the white nuns of Sko had extraordinarily 
close relations to the black friars of the Dominicans.

Friars Preachers and (Non-Dominican) Nuns

Women generally appear to have constituted a significant segment of the 
pastoral audience of mendicant friars. Medieval men and women may 
have been attracted to slightly different sides of religious life, and Chris-
tianity in the shape and content preached and performed by friars of 
the mendicant orders, both the Franciscans and the Dominicans, does 
appear to have had a special appeal to many women of the time. Indi-
vidual laywomen of the upper social strata and communities of beguines 
often developed close contact with Dominican friars and convents. Even 
within the Church, the Friars Preachers not only attended to the pastoral 
needs of the Dominican Sisters (i.e., the female branch of the order), they 
were – perhaps not least in northern Europe – also quite involved with 
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female religious communities of other monastic orders. For instance, the 
provincial chapter acts of Dacia in 1252 made it clear that no friar was 
allowed to hear the confession of nuns, moniales, without being explicitly 
appointed for the task, and even then he was only to enter a nunnery with 
specific permission from his prior and in the company of a socius.50 It is 
particularly noteworthy that this was stated in the Dacian Dominican 
chapter acts eleven years before the foundation of the first Dominican 
nunnery in the province – and seven years before the order allowed for 
such nunneries to be admitted at all. Thus, it must have concerned female 
religious communities of other orders. In England many bishops at this 
time seem to have insisted that confessors for nuns, regardless of their 
orderly affiliation, should be Dominican or at least mendicant friars, and 
certainly not be chosen from among the secular clergy.51

When looking at northern Europe as a whole, it is not possible to pick 
out any particular orders to whose female convents the Friars Preach-
ers appear especially connected, but this often changes when taking a 
more national or regional perspective. In Sweden, for instance, we can 
observe very close relations with the Cistercian nunneries; in the western 
part of Denmark, it was predominantly Benedictine nunneries; whereas 
in Bohemia, the Dominican friars of the entire province had entered into 
a confraternity of prayers with the Premonstratensian nuns.52 Also, in the 
province of Dacia individual Dominican convents, as well as the prov-
ince as a whole, frequently entered into confraternities with intercessory 
prayers for particular nuns or entire female convents from outside orders. 
At the provincial chapter in Dacia in 1253, intercessory prayers were pre-
scribed in all convents for a number of recently deceased lay persons and 
clergy. Amongst them are listed three anonymous mothers superior of 
female convents belonging to other monastic orders: the Cistercian nun-
neries of Sko and Vreta, and the Benedictine nunnery of Ribe. Generally, 
it seems as if the intercession program consisted of one mass celebrated 
by the initiated priests, one psalter to be sung by the uninitiated clerical 
friars, and a number of paternosters to be said by the lay brothers; an 
extra effort was prescribed for the archbishop (three masses) and the 
mothers superior (a Sunday mass).53 Again at the provincial chapter held 
in Västerås in 1291, commemorational prayers for the living were pre-
scribed for the abbesses of the Cistercian and Benedictine nunneries in 
Vreta, Askeby, Risaberga, Gudum, Ø, Ring, Randers, Dalum, and Viss-
ing, and for the whole convent of the Cistercian nunnery in Sko; prayers 
for the deceased were prescribed for Abbess Elena and Prioress Elena 
of Sko.54 The orderly division by nation of abbesses to be prayed for is 
noteworthy: all four Swedish abbesses of Vreta, Askeby, Riseberga, and 
Sko were Cistercian; all six Danish abbesses of Gudum, Ø, Ring, Rand-
ers, Dalum, and Vissing were Benedictine. The list could have included 
Cistercian abbesses in Denmark as well (in Roskilde and Slangerup), but 
this is not the case.
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It is difficult to identify any particular reason for the Dominican–Cis-
tercian connection in Sweden, but a key role may have been played by the 
Cistercian nuns in Sko. Sko Abbey was situated in a rather remote area 
between Stockholm and Uppsala, about 10 kilometers from the nearest 
urban community in Sigtuna, which also housed their nearest monas-
tic neighbor: the convent of the Friars Preachers. The Dominican sense 
of brotherhood with their Cistercian sisters in nearby Sko apparently 
exceeded mere neighborly relations. Not only was special memorial devo-
tion to the nuns in Sko repeatedly prescribed by the provincial chapters of 
the thirteenth century for the entire province, Fr. Israel Erlandi, the highly 
esteemed lector at the convent in Sigtuna, witnessed and co-sealed some 
beneficial letters for the neighboring nunnery in 1291 and 1293.55 Much 
later, in the 1490s, leading friars of the Dominican convents in Stock-
holm and Strängnäs also gave special attention to the Cistercian nuns in 
Sko.56 Given that no male Cistercian monastery was situated anywhere 
near the nunnery in Sko, it is quite plausible that visiting Friars Preachers 
from the convents in Sigtuna, Strängnäs, and Stockholm – including the 
renowned lector Israel Erlandi – also took care of the Cistercian sisters’ 
cura animarum as their preachers and confessors.

It may have been through their close connections to the nuns in Sko 
that the amicable attention of the Friars Preachers eventually spread to 
other female Cistercian houses in Sweden. Certainly, the institutional 
friendship between the black friars and the white nuns in Sweden appears 
too prominent to be coincidental. For instance, in 1292 Prior Olavus of 
the Friars Preachers in Skara witnessed the admission of Katarina Mats-
dotter into the Cistercian nunnery of Gudhem;57 in 1302, Prior Nicolaus 
of the Dominican convent in Skänninge witnessed and co-sealed a large 
donation for the Cistercian nunnery of Vreta;58 in 1370, his successor as 
prior in Skänninge helped authorize admission of a widow among the 
Cistercian sisters of Vreta because the abbess lacked a seal of her own;59 
and, finally, in 1486 the Dominican prior provincial of Dacia, Fr. Nico-
laus Christierni, issued a letter of confraternity to the Cistercian nuns in 
Vårfruberga Abbey.60 A similar inter-order relationship cannot, to my 
knowledge, be identified for any other religious orders in medieval Scan-
dinavia. The Swedish Dominican male devotion to female Cistercians is, 
however, not completely unequaled elsewhere in Europe. In thirteenth-
century Flanders, for instance, the Dominican Fr. Thomas de Cantimpré 
wrote an extremely popular hagiography on the life of the Cistercian nun 
Lutgard de Aywières;61 such an edition must have required a number of 
Dominican visits to the Cistercian nunnery.

Just as for the priors provincial’s appointment of priests for the Domin-
ican nunneries, it would appear that the Dominican Order mainly picked 
the older and – and at least potentially – most reliable friars for this 
external cura monialium. The pastoral role of the friars in these “extra-
order” nunneries seems to have been the same as in beguine houses and 
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in the Dominican nunneries, that is, as preachers, confessors, and mass-
celebrating priests, and perhaps as more general spiritual supervisors. For 
the more literate female convents, where book studies were incorporated 
as part of their spiritual work, the visiting friars may also have acted as 
academic supervisors and “study group” teachers for the nuns, providing 
them with suitable literature.

Some friars were undoubtedly more positive about such tasks than 
others, but either way the friars would be financially compensated for 
their assistance, since the nunneries often had a rental income from one 
or two tenant farms allocated to pay for such pastoral services. A further 
motive for the convent, and the order as a whole, to build amicable rela-
tionships with nuns of other orders was that, not least in the case of the 
Cistercians, the women who had taken the white habit usually came from 
the leading aristocratic families of the region, whom the friars generally 
liked to engage with – a network which already by the late thirteenth 
century was seen in many convents, particularly Sigtuna. Also, on an 
individual level, the company of female religious may have held a spe-
cial personal motivation for some friars. Besides the unavoidable carnal 
attraction between the sexes that even St Dominic had to admit having 
felt,62 some friars also had a purely spiritual fascination with religious 
women, whose inner spirituality they eagerly studied and described at 
length in texts. A common feature of these studies is the friars’ belief 
that female religious, regardless of their orderly affiliation, were better 
equipped spiritually to come closer to Christ due to the physical weak-
ness of their gender.63

Still, some Dominican involvement with outside female convents 
appears to have been rather tedious and unacceptably time-consuming. 
In 1515, long after the period dealt with here, Fr. Laurentius, prior pro-
vincial for the Dominican province of Dacia, was enjoined by the Danish 
king to judge a dispute between the prioress and the nuns of the Cister-
cian nunnery in Roskilde. After three days of negotiations, the prior pro-
vincial reported back to the king that he did not know what to do, since 
neither the prioress nor the nuns were willing to respect his authority – or 
indeed to let anyone else settle the affair.64 Thus, although the friendship 
of Friars Preachers was often desired by female religious communities 
in high and late medieval northern Europe, some affairs were obviously 
better left for the women to solve themselves.

Conclusion

Everyone needs friends. This universal claim certainly held true for the 
Friars Preachers of the Dominican Order in the Middle Ages. Whereas 
monastic communities of the old orders – such as Benedictines and 
 Cistercians – to some extent could survive for a long time on just one or a 
few good friends in the founding phase of their existence, the mendicant 
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orders – such as Dominicans and Franciscans – who were not allowed by 
their own constitutions to hold any income-generating possessions, were 
in continuous need of friends in the outside world. When Dominican 
convents were founded in most major towns around thirteenth-century 
Scandinavia, every single foundation needed to be accepted by at least 
four parties: the order itself, the local bishop, the town lord (usually 
the king), and the town magistrate. In addition, someone was needed 
to donate a site, a house, and/or some money for the construction of a 
friary. While the bishops appear to have been the primary initiators of 
Dominican convent foundations in the first half of the thirteenth century, 
the role of town magistrates and high-ranking noble families seems to 
have increased in the following century. Apart from the core financial and 
legislative help needed to establish a convent in the first place, the public 
display of acceptance from these “founding friends” helped the friars to 
be recognized in society in general as elite preachers and the highest local 
authority on theology. In return, the bishops with the friars received the 
necessary means to comply with Canons 10 and 11 of the Fourth Lateran 
Council; the magistrates received the “mendicant proof” needed for their 
town to be recognized as a true urban settlement; and the noble families 
found an affordable way to boost their own elite identities as founders of 
monasteries with family memoria cults.

Within the Church, it was not just the bishops but also the cathedral 
canonry that soon formed amicable relationships with the Dominicans. 
Often, canons secular and Friars Preachers seem to have originated 
from the same social strata and even the same families; others may have 
attended the same schools around Europe. Although canon–Dominican 
relations are known to have been hostile in a few places, such as in Ber-
gen, ties between the two institutions were normally extremely harmoni-
ous. The friars gave the canons the theological and pedagogical basis they 
needed to improve learning at the cathedral schools, and by receiving 
the Dominican assistance the cathedral canonry helped to cement the 
friars’ authority as preachers among the parish clergy. Moreover, these 
inter-ecclesiastical relationships went beyond the temporal world, as fri-
ars and canons entered confraternities of prayers to help the souls of their 
deceased brethren.

Finally, the Dominican friars entered into institutional friendships with 
female religious institutions outside their own order early on. In Scandi-
navia, this is particularly evident for Cistercian nunneries. In places with 
no male Cistercian presence nearby, Dominican priests may have been 
the preferred preachers and confessors for the white nuns, who often 
came from the leading noble families of the region and with whom the 
Friars Preachers liked to connect. Furthermore, ardently devout women 
were particularly interesting to certain Dominican friars, as such women 
were believed to be closer to Christ than what the friars could ever hope 
to be themselves.
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In modern literature it has often been stated the success of the men-
dicant orders in thirteenth-century Europe was not least based on the 
friars’ close ties to the growing social class of urban bourgeoisie. A closer 
look, however, will usually show that merchants and other mercantile 
groups of urban society hardly played any role at all in the life of most 
Dominican convents throughout the thirteenth and early fourteenth cen-
turies. The friars were, nevertheless, capable of both making and keeping 
long-lasting friendships to several other influential groups in society – 
also in perhaps less obvious circles, such as among canons secular and 
non-Dominican nuns.
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11 Friends, Foes, and Followers
Power, Networks, and 
Intimacy in Medieval Iceland

Auður Magnúsdóttir

Introduction

The political significance of marriage in medieval Europe is uncontested. 
Not only did it establish bonds of kinship; among the privileged groups 
of society it included economic transactions and agreements of political 
support in future conflicts. However, modern research on kinship struc-
tures as well as on alternative ways of establishing political relations have 
considerably nuanced our understanding of the political efficacy of mar-
riage in the Middle Ages. In order to secure one’s position, one needed 
loyal followers and reliable alliances. These relations were established in 
various ways; they were of both a horizontal and a vertical nature; and 
they complemented each other.1

In twelfth- and thirteenth-century Iceland, the vertical bond created 
through concubinage could prove to be a more long-lasting and relia-
ble bond than the horizontal bond established through marriage.2 But 
the consolidation of the Church and the promulgation of its doctrine of 
monogamous and indissoluble marriage led to gradual changes in forms 
of cohabitation, so that being married and simultaneously having one 
or more concubines became impossible over the course of the thirteenth 
century. Hence, it might be maintained that the political importance of 
well-organized marriages slowly increased throughout this period, even 
if concubinage continued to be politically significant.

In Iceland the epoch between 1180 and 1262/64 was characterized by 
social and political turbulence including concentration of power, con-
solidation of religious institutions, and ultimately, subordination to the 
Norwegian crown. In the following my focus will be on the connection 
between social and political change and the role of marriage in the power 
struggles of this period.

In order to illustrate the correlation between these changes and the 
political role of marriage I have chosen to take a closer look at a few of 
the most prominent chieftains (goðar) in thirteenth-century Iceland.3 All 
of these men belonged to the same family, the Sturlungar. The specific 
focus is on the politician and writer Snorri Sturluson and his two elder 
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brothers, Thordr and Sighvatr. All three brothers utilized marriage to 
secure their position. However, even if all three strove to attain a power-
ful position, their strategies were somewhat dissimilar. As I will show, 
this was in accordance with their political aims.

The most powerful of the brothers was Snorri Sturluson. Even though 
he managed to enrich himself enormously through marriage, both his 
own and those of his children, his efforts to create solid alliances through 
these relationships continuously failed. Five years after his death his 
nephew, Sighvatr’s son Thordr kakali, arrived in Iceland. Although politi-
cally active in separate periods, the two men had several things in com-
mon. Both became members of the Norwegian king’s hirð, his group of 
retainers. Both accepted an assignment from the king to bring Iceland 
under his control. Both men had the ambition to become the most pow-
erful man in the country, and both of them used marriage strategically to 
reach their goals. In contrast to Snorri, however, Thordr kakali managed 
to create strong and long-lasting alliances through his match-making. 
In the following I will scrutinize their different strategies and offer pos-
sible explanations as to why Thordr kakali managed to utilize marriage 
as a social resource, and Snorri did not. Our point of departure will be 
how Snorri and his brothers made use of marriage and other sexual rela-
tionships to build up their power-base, and consequently managed to 
establish the Sturlungar among the most influential families in Iceland. 
However, before going further a brief overview of the political landscape 
in which they were active is necessary.

Power and Politics in Thirteenth-Century Iceland

During the twelfth century Icelandic society and power structures under-
went significant changes. Characteristic of the period was the concentra-
tion of power, the development from a society ruled by many equally 
powerful (in theory) chieftains, to the one we see in the beginning of the 
thirteenth century, when all of the power was in the hands of five families. 
This development included an important shift in the base of power: the 
chieftaincies (goðorð) that had been based on power over men, and not 
districts, had become territorial domains (ríki).4 The period c. 1220–64 
can in rough terms be defined as a time of civil war, with constant power-
struggles and battles between and within the dominant families in the 
country. However, although landholding as well as economic resources 
in general grew continuously in importance, power could be upheld only 
with the support of allies.5 Thus, although – or perhaps because – power 
now was concentrated into the hands of a few, the competition for key 
allies grew even stronger. As we shall see, this became particularly evident 
in the case of Thordr kakali.

Despite the social and political changes leading towards the acceptance 
of Norwegian supremacy in 1262/64, the main principles of the political 
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game remained consistent, including the need for allies. Another prereq-
uisite was economic resources.6 As in other societies with a redistributive 
economy, assets were distributed amongst friends and followers in the 
form of feasts and gifts, but even more importantly through marriage 
and inheritance. And as elsewhere in Europe, marriage, concubinage, and 
friendship were important political instruments and as such were highly 
interrelated.

All these types of bonds entailed some form of economic transaction. 
Marriage included a more or less statutory economic transaction. Con-
cubinage established bonds of friendship and accordingly included gifts, 
one of which was the concubine herself.7 Furthermore, illegitimate chil-
dren often inherited from their father, and a father could inherit from his 
children, whether they were legitimate or not.8 Even friendship had to 
be maintained and strengthened through feasts and gift-giving.9 How-
ever, friendship established without the exchange of women lacked one 
important feature of marriage and concubinage, namely reproduction.10 
In order to secure their political position, the chieftains had to command 
reliable supporters. Therefore, it was a benefit to have many children. 
Sons became loyal supporters of their fathers, and daughters could 
be given away in marriage and thus be used to establish, maintain, or 
strengthen friendship-relations.11

In order to secure numerous children Icelandic chieftains frequently 
had long-lasting relationships with concubines in addition to being mar-
ried. However, childbearing was not the only purpose of long-lasting 
sexual relationships such as marriage and concubinage; both types of 
relationships were politically important. Marriage generated political 
and economic obligations between the families involved, and it was a 
relationship between equals; a horizontal bond between two independent 
political actors. Concubinage, on the other hand, was a vertical relation-
ship, since the woman’s social status, while not insignificant, was gener-
ally lower than her lover’s. Among the elites concubinage was established 
after negotiations, i.e., the woman was handed over to the chieftain with 
the consent of her guardian. Influential and affluent farmers became 
important allies during the thirteenth century, and instead of marrying 
off their daughters with equals these men could choose to use them to 
create bonds with chieftains. The relationship was beneficial to both par-
ties; the chieftain gained loyal followers, and the concubine’s father and 
brothers could attain a more powerful position than otherwise. Further-
more, because children inherited their father’s social position, one could 
therefore conclude that concubinage enabled a social mobility that was 
otherwise nearly impossible during this period. However, in contrast to 
the parties involved in marriage, the concubine’s male relatives became 
dependent on the chieftain, as they owed their new position to him. Thus, 
the relationship had considerable similarities with patron-client relation-
ships. If these men betrayed their “patron,” they ran the risk of losing 
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everything. This, in turn, meant that these relationships often proved to 
be stronger than marriage, politically speaking.12

To sum up, women were an important social resource, exchanged to 
create bonds of friendship and loyalty between men, and they were of 
course necessary to secure numerous offspring. Furthermore, by combin-
ing marriage with concubinage chieftains not only assured successors; 
they could also take advantage of both horizontal and vertical bonds.

However, combining marriage with extramarital relationships was 
obviously not in line with the Christian doctrine of monogamous mar-
riage. Because extramarital relationships were prohibited, concubinage 
gradually became more unusual among married men. Instead, it seems 
that they had to choose between the two forms of cohabitation.13 One 
consequence of this development was that the economic and political 
importance of forming successful marriages clearly increased. This devel-
opment can be followed through the marriage strategies of the Sturlungar.

Snorri and His Brothers

Our knowledge of Thordr, Sighvatr, and Snorri Sturluson’s economic and 
political career is largely based on Íslendinga saga and Hákonar saga 
Hákonarsonar. The author of both works was Sturla Thordarson, one 
of Thordr Sturluson’s illegitimate children.14 Although the two sagas’ 
accounts of the conflicts during the thirteenth century diverge at times, 
Sturla’s account of his father and uncles’ marriages and extramarital 
relations is consistent. However, this does not mean that Sturla’s text is 
without bias. He was a loyal supporter of his father, and as he eventually 
became a powerful chieftain in his own right, he was deeply involved in 
many of the conflicts he describes. As a young man Sturla spent much 
time in Reykholt with Snorri, and thus supposedly had good knowledge 
of Snorri and his household. Although of high social standing, none of 
the brothers had resources enough to match their political ambitions. 
Nevertheless, all three managed to secure their economic, and thereby 
their political, position through their relationships with women. It can be 
maintained that their political ambitions differed, however, which in turn 
may explain their somewhat dissimilar marriage strategies.

Thordr, Sighvatr, and Snorri were the only legitimate sons of the chief-
tain Sturla Thordarson by his second wife, Gudny Boedvarsdottir.15 At 
Sturla’s death in 1183, Gudny was in her late thirties and was left with 
five children, of whom only her eldest son, Thordr, was of age. Sigh-
vatr was thirteen and Snorri, the youngest, only four years old. As a 
widow and the mother of five children Gudny became more autonomous 
than she had been during her marriage. She continued to run the farm at 
Hvammur. Obviously, she had concerns for her children and presumably 
she also was in need of male protection. This she found in Ari sterki (“the 
strong”), with whom she had an affair.16 When the couple later decided 
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to travel abroad, they made practical arrangements to take care of their 
interests in Iceland. Gudny found a man to take care of her farm, and Ari 
sterki married off his daughter Helga Aradottir to Gudny’s eldest son, 
Thordr. He was to take over Ari’s farm and manage his affairs during his 
absence.

As Ari’s sole heir, Helga seemingly was a desirable consort, and indeed 
when Ari died in 1188 Thordr and Helga inherited from him. Thordr 
might also have had political motives for marrying her, since Helga’s 
maternal grandfather was Gissur Hallsson from the Haukdælir family, 
and he and his sons could prove to be important allies. However, the 
marriage was an unhappy one, and the couple divorced shortly after 
Ari’s death.17 Interestingly, Thordr continued to control Ari’s estate and 
to live at his farm, whereas we get no information about Helga’s fate. 
Thus, from an economic point of view the marriage had been a prosper-
ous arrangement, which most likely formed a basis for Thordr’s future 
position and might have created bonds of friendship between him and 
Helga’s maternal family.

After his divorce from Helga, Thordr had a relationship with Hro-
dny Thordardottir, wife of Bersi inn auðgi (“the rich”) Vermundarson 
and “their friendship lasted for a long time.”18 It is tempting to assume 
that Thordr attained control over Hrodny’s assets – and the connection 
was, as we shall see, important, not only for him but for his brother 
Snorri as well. However, three years later Thordr obviously found him-
self a suitable candidate to marry: the widow Gudrun Bjarnadottir. This 
time the marriage proved to have crucial significance for Thordr’s posi-
tion. Thus, when describing his father’s second marriage Sturla specifi-
cally mentions the importance of the relationship: “Thordr Sturluson 
married Gudrun . . . she brought abundant property with her. Thordr 
then became a höfðingi.”19 By this time, Thordr had reached the age of 
twenty-six. With his first marriage, he had laid a foundation for a future 
position; with his second he established his power and secured a position 
he seemed content with.

Thordr’s brother Sighvatr Sturluson had now reached the age of 
twenty-one. Our author, Sturla, is keen on informing his readers that his 
father and Sighvatr were close during this time, and Sighvatr even seems 
to have had a relationship with his sister-in-law Gudrun’s sister, Helga 
Bjarnadottir, with whom he had a daughter. Helga, on the other hand, 
may not have been as wealthy as her widowed sister, which may explain 
why Sighvatr chose not to marry her. Instead he bided his time. Sighvatr’s 
tactics were somewhat different from Thordr’s. His mind seems to have 
been set on connecting with the powerful families in Iceland through 
marriage. While he waited for an appropriate candidate for his wife, 
Sighvatr administered his resources cleverly.20

Sturla informs us that Sighvatr established his own household at the 
prosperous farm Hjarðarholt in the west of Iceland. Sighvatr used his 
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patrimony as initial capital, speculated with landed property, and invested 
some of his assets. Sighvatr is also said to have had a friend in yet another 
Helga, Helga Gydudottir, whose nephew was married to Sighvatr’s sister 
Vigdis. Helga’s civil status is not revealed, only that she had inherited 
from her brother, and that she “did not have much livestock, but plenty 
of land” (“hafði búfé fátt, en lendur góðar“). Sighvatr supported her 
financially, and in return he was allowed to use her land as much as he 
pleased. This in turn enriched him profoundly.21

Presumably his success also increased his value in the marriage market. 
In 1197, at the age of twenty-seven, he was ready to propose marriage 
to Halldora Tumadottir. Her family, the Ásbirningar family, was one of 
the most powerful families in Iceland at the time.22 This was a politi-
cally important union, and the marriage proved to be a success. Together 
with Halldora, Sighvatr had seven sons and one daughter, all loyal sup-
porters of their father.23 Through his skillful economic maneuvering and 
marriage Sighvatr established his domain. The Ásbirningar controlled 
Skagafjörður and parts of the Húnavatn region in the north of Iceland. 
Furthermore, after the death of Halldora’s father Tumi, her mother, her-
self a member of the powerful Haukdælir family, had remarried into the 
family of Svinfellingar in the east part of Iceland. Thus, Sighvatr not only 
established an important network with Halldora’s biological family; he 
also formed a relationship with her stepfather and his family as well. He 
thereby expanded his social network outside the domain that he and his 
brother Thordr controlled.

In Íslendinga saga both Sighvatr and Thordr are described as contem-
plative and wise, and as mentioned previously, our author Sturla is keen 
to emphasize the brothers’ closeness to one another.24 However, they 
did not share political ambitions. Judging from the saga, Thordr had no 
ambition to expand his power outside his domain.25 Although Thordr 
had enriched himself immensely through his marriages, one could argue 
that at least his second marriage was of slight political significance. Helgi 
Þorláksson claims that Thordr would have obtained a prominent posi-
tion irrespective of his second marriage. The importance of that union, he 
claims, was that it enabled Thordr to exercise power in a way appropriate 
to his social position, including giving grandiose feasts and distributing 
gifts among his friends.26 Given Thordr’s ambition to maintain – and not 
expand – his power, this may well be the case. For his purposes, a wealthy 
widow suited perfectly as second wife, even if the union didn’t bring him 
significant political allies. That Thordr had little interest in increasing 
his power becomes even clearer after Gudrun’s death. This time he did 
not have the need to arrange a new profitable marriage or connect with 
politically important networks. Instead of remarrying, he established a 
long-lasting relationship with a concubine named Thora. He had six chil-
dren with her, among them our author, Sturla, from whom we have this 
information. The fact that Sturla does not reveal his mother’s parentage 



Friends, Foes, and Followers 221

suggests that she was of humble birth. Therefore, it’s unlikely that her 
relationship with his father had political implications. The same can be 
said about Thordr’s third marriage. After Thora’s death he married Val-
gerdr Arnadottir. Given that nothing is mentioned about her family rela-
tions, one might conclude that her relatives were insignificant.27 All in all, 
with his marriages, Thordr strove to secure his economic situation, and 
thereby strengthen his political position locally. Thordr wasn’t interested 
in extending his domain to a wider area, and it could, on good grounds, 
be maintained that he strove to keep himself away from the power strug-
gles of his time.28 That he was uninterested in expanding his domain is 
confirmed by the slight political significance of his own intimate relation-
ships. Additionally, in contrast to his brothers, he didn’t strive to arrange 
his children’s marriages according to his own political needs.

As mentioned, Sighvatr used different financial tactics to provide him-
self with a solid economic ground before getting married, and his pro-
posal and marriage to Halldora Tumadottir in 1197 played an important 
part in his political agenda. In time Sighvatr consolidated his power in 
the western region of Dalir. However, in 1215 he chose to move to the 
farm Grund i Eyjafjörður in the North Quarter of Iceland. Although 
unpopular in the beginning, being an outsider in the domain, he man-
aged to establish his position even here. Among his sons he seems to have 
favored his second-born, Sturla Sighvatsson, who soon after his father’s 
move to Grund took over his former farm in Sauðafell. By then Sturla 
was eighteen and a promising young man. He had proved to be a strong 
supporter of his father, and together they continued the effort of strength-
ening the family’s position.

Sturla entered a relationship with Vigdis Gisldottir, who became his 
concubine and lived with him at the farm until his marriage. The rela-
tionship had strong political implications. Vigdis’s father, Gisl Bergsson, 
was a significant farmer (stórbóndi) in Miðfjörður, a district in which 
Sturla (and his father) wished to strengthen their political position. By 
taking Gisl’s daughter as his concubine, Sturla not only established a 
bond between the two families, he even gained access to Gisl’s own 
social networks, mainly comprising important farmers in Miðfjörður.29 
As with marriage, the concubinage relationship was supposed to benefit 
both parties. Sturla himself got the support and loyalty of several farm-
ers, including Gisl’s five sons, his nephew, and his niece’s husband. Their 
loyalty to Sturla and his father, Sighvatr, continued even after Sturla got 
married and the relationship to Vigdis was broken. The association with 
Sturla was important to Gisl and his sons. Through their relationship 
they moved upwards in the social hierarchy, which in turn affected their 
power position. But the relationship was different from similar bonds 
through marriage. Gisl and his sons were indeed members of Sturla’s net-
work, but at the same time they were dependent on him. If they opposed 
him, or failed in their support, they ran the risk of being excluded from 
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the network and thereby losing the benefits they had gained through this 
vertical – and hierarchical – relationship. As it happened, the alliance 
would prove to be more reliable than the one Sturla created through 
marriage.30

Sighvatr saw to it that Sturla became head of his own household, and 
that he thus could pursue his own political ambitions. By moving to the 
north of Iceland, and yet – through his son – keeping hold of his power 
base in the west of the country, Sighvatr also managed to expand his own 
position geographically. In 1223 a marriage was arranged between Sturla 
and Solveig Sæmundardottir from the powerful Oddaverjar family. By 
this means, father and son established a network in the southern part 
of Iceland as well. Obviously, Sighvatr did not lack ambition. However, 
neither he nor his brother Thordr would claim the same power position 
as did their youngest brother, Snorri. And in contrast to the latter, neither 
of them sought to become a member of the Norwegian court.

Snorri Sturluson was fostered by the chieftain Jon Loptsson in the cul-
tural center Oddi in south Iceland at the age of three, and received his 
education there.31 Jon Loptsson, a member of the Oddaverjar family, was 
one of the most influential and respected chieftains of his time. He was 
a frequently summoned mediator, well versed in law and a clever politi-
cian. When Jon died, Snorri was eighteen years old, a young man of high 
birth and learning.32 His fostering had created important bonds with the 
Oddaverjar family, but now that the time had come for him to establish 
himself he found himself to be “penniless” (félauss), as his mother had 
spent his patrimony.33 Hence, though he certainly had good connections, 
he was without economic resources.

Under these circumstances the “friendship” of Snorri’s brother Thordr 
with Hrodny Thordardottir came in handy. Appropriately enough, Hro-
dny and her husband Bersi’s only daughter, Herdis, was marriageable. 
With Thordr and Snorri’s foster brother Sæmundr Jonsson as interme-
diaries, a marriage was arranged between the young couple. With his 
mother’s economic support Snorri was enabled to pay bride wealth, but 
as Herdis was her father’s sole heir, the marriage would bring him great 
financial gain.34 Obviously this was a practical arrangement, although 
no information is given as to how much say Herdis had in its planning. 
When his father-in-law Bersi died 1202, Snorri inherited from him. He 
had two children with Herdis, but when he moved to Reykholt around 
the year 1206 he left her behind.35 While Sturla is not explicit about this, 
it seems that a separation was arranged.

According to Sturla, Snorri was a clever financier, but also a real wom-
anizer: “Snorri had very good financial skills, he was promiscuous, and 
he had children by women other than Herdis.”36 Apart from Snorri’s 
legitimate children, Hallbera and Jon, he had at least three illegitimate 
children who reached adulthood, a son called Orækja and two daughters, 
Ingibjorg and Thordis. We have little knowledge about two of Snorri’s 
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concubines, whereas we are able to ascertain more about his relationship 
to the third one, Gudrun Hreinsdottir. Gudrun was Thordr Bodvarsson’s 
stepdaughter. From Thordr, Snorri attained the chieftaincy Lundaman-
nagoðorð in 1202, the same year he acquired the farm Reykholt. Addi-
tionally, Snorri acquired the farm in Stafholt from Gudrun’s mother. It is 
highly probable that Gudrun became his concubine in connection with 
these arrangements, and thus the relationship can be seen as a part of a 
political and economic settlement between the parties.37

In a short time, Snorri had managed to improve his situation enor-
mously. He controlled his own chieftaincy; he controlled important 
farms; and he had several children. It would, however, take several more 
years before he reached the top of his power. By then his children were 
of marriageable age and thus had become available resources for him to 
make use of.

Snorri and His Daughters

In the 1220s the political landscape in Iceland underwent some signifi-
cant changes. In 1222 the leader of the Oddaverjar family and Snorri’s 
foster brother, the previously mentioned Sæmundr Jonsson, died. Among 
his many sons there were no obvious successors, but on the other hand 
Snorri Sturluson presumably had harbored ambitions to walk in his foot-
steps for a long time. In 1219 Snorri had traveled to Norway. There he 
became a retainer of King Haakon IV Haakonsson and Earl Skule. Before 
his return to Iceland he accepted the task of bringing Iceland under the 
power of the Norwegian king.

Between 1222 and 1230 Snorri was the most powerful man in the 
country. This position was not obtained without turbulence, or as Jón 
Viðar Sigurðsson states, “It was Snorri Sturluson who started the power 
struggles in Iceland in the 1220s.”38 However, Snorri was more inter-
ested in expanding his own domain than in carrying out the mission he 
had accepted from the king. He managed to get hold of chieftaincies in 
several parts of the country. From Íslendinga saga it becomes obvious 
that Snorri intended to place himself in a dominant position among his 
countrymen. In order to secure his position, he created bonds of kinship 
with the families that constituted his potential challengers. The marriages 
he arranged for his daughters clearly illustrate this.

By around the time of Snorri’s return from Norway in 1220 almost all 
chieftaincies in Iceland were in the hands of four families in addition to 
the Sturlungar. Additionally, the family of Vatnsfirdingar held a powerful 
position in the Vestfirðir. Between 1224 and 1228 Snorri managed to ally 
himself with four of these five families.39 His first foray into matchmak-
ing, however, came when he married off his eldest daughter Hallbera to 
Arni Magnusson before his trip to Norway.40 Arni was indeed a man of 
good birth, but he was a comparatively weak chieftain.41 It thus seems 
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likely that the union was of more importance for Arni than for Snorri 
himself, and perhaps was a way for Snorri to get rid of his daughter, who 
according to the saga was not stable.42 However, the marriage was a fail-
ure, and it was dissolved five years later. By then Arni had been abroad 
for three years. Upon his return, and even before reuniting with his wife, 
Arni met up with Snorri and negotiated the terms of the divorce, a clear 
economic benefit for Snorri.43

In 1224 Snorri started creating new alliances. He married off his 
youngest daughter, Thordis, to Thorvaldr Snorrason from the family 
of Vatnsfirdingar. The same year he and his friend Thorvaldr Gissurar-
son from the Haukdælir family arranged a marriage between Snorri’s 
daughter Ingibjorg and Thorvaldr’s youngest son, Gissur. Included in 
the settlement was an agreement that Thorvaldr would see to it that his 
daughter-in-law, the widowed Hallveig Ormsdottir from the Oddaverjar 
family and by far the richest woman in the country, would form a helm-
ingafélag with Snorri.44

The marriage between Ingibjorg and Gissur was arranged by the two 
fathers and was supposed to validate their friendship. It was a politically 
important union. Snorri’s relationship to Hallveig not only improved his 
economic situation immensely; their relationship confirmed the ties he 
had to the family of Oddaverjar. He took custody over Hallveig and her 
sons’ assets, and Sturla states that Snorri now had much more prop-
erty than anyone else in Iceland.45 According to Jón Viðar Sigurðsson’s 
estimations, Snorri’s assets now corresponded to the value of about 130 
average farms.46

Four years later, in 1228, the up-and-coming chieftain Kolbeinn ungi 
Arnorsson, from the family of Ásbirningar, asked for Snorri’s divorced 
daughter Hallbera’s hand in marriage.47 The union was clearly important 
to both men. By this time Snorri’s nephew, Sturla Sighvatsson, was seiz-
ing power and thus had begun to constitute a serious threat to Snorri. 
Sturla and Kolbeinn were cousins and therefore connected to each other 
through kin. With Kolbeinn as son-in-law Snorri could maintain the same 
bonds to Kolbeinn as Sturla could, and in that way undermine Sturla’s 
possibilities to claim support from his cousin. However, the couple did 
not get along at all. Nor was that the only problem with their marriage. 
The following summer Hallbera accompanied her husband to the Alth-
ing. “It was obvious,” writes Sturla, “that she was not well.”48 After her 
death in 1231 Snorri and Kolbeinn had a bitter dispute about Hallbera’s 
inheritance that ended in a settlement clearly favorable to Snorri.49

Snorri’s strategy had been to establish strong horizontal relationships 
within Iceland. When he returned to Iceland in 1220, he presumed that 
his position there had been strengthened through his bond to the Norwe-
gian king and the mission he had promised to undertake on his behalf. By 
creating bonds with nearly all other important families in the country he 
strove to confirm and consolidate his position as primus inter pares – and 
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failed. Thorvaldr Vatnsfirding died in 1228, whereby Snorri’s alliance 
with his family was dissolved. Ingibjorg and Gissur were divorced in 
1231, the same year that Hallbera died. Neither Kolbeinn nor Gissur 
maintained his friendship with Snorri. All these relationships – and 
divorces – had been economically profitable. But Snorri’s sons-in-law did 
not turn out to be his loyal followers, either during or after their mar-
riages. On the contrary, both turned against him and became his enemies. 
So did his stepsons.

Snorri undoubtedly overestimated his own position and the impor-
tance of being the Norwegian king’s ally among the local elite in Iceland. 
His mistake was to misjudge the ambitions of competitors and their will-
ingness to accept his supremacy. As a consequence, he came into conflict 
with his own brother, his nephew, and ultimately, two of his sons-in-law 
and both stepsons. Sons usually were loyal supporters of their fathers; 
they worked for the benefit of their own nearest kin. However, as social 
equals and independent leaders of other alliances, sons-in-law could have 
ambitions that in many cases were not congruent with those of their 
fathers-in-law. Hence, if the son-in-law had his own political goals and 
alternative networks, he had the possibility of standing on his own feet, 
and if necessary for his goals, of opposing his father-in-law. In Snorri’s 
case this meant that he couldn’t even be sure of support from two of 
his most powerful sons-in-law, Gissur Thorvaldsson and Kolbeinn ungi. 
Thus, Kolbeinn as a son-in-law to Snorri, but blood-related to Sturla, 
chose to support the latter when Snorri and Sturla came into conflict.50

The horizontal bonds established through marriage were indeed a 
bond of dependence, but if the interests of the two families came into col-
lision, each of them had the possibility of acting independently. It wasn’t 
even certain that the two families had the same network as their basis 
of power. This is one of the explanations of the frailty of the system. In 
contrast to vertical bonds, horizontal ties could result in difficult conflicts 
between the members of the network, as the actors in many cases had 
the same social standing but irreconcilable political aims.51 This together 
with the bilateral kinship system, where you not only had different roles 
as son, brother, grandson, nephew, uncle, son-in-law, and/or brother-
in-law, but also had obligations to your relatives on both sides, made 
marriage an unsure way of establishing lasting and loyal bonds. As we 
have seen, the chieftains had been able to utilize complementary vertical 
bonds in addition to the horizontal ones. Friendship was one such bond; 
another alternative had been concubinage. During the thirteenth century, 
at the same time as the culmination of the power-struggle, it had become 
more difficult to disregard the Christian doctrine of marriage. Hence, it 
had become increasingly more difficult to make strategic use of marriage 
and concubinage simultaneously, or more specifically, to have multiple 
partners. Whether in marriage or other types of cohabitation, monogamy 
was presumed. This called for new strategies.
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In 1235 Snorri’s nephew Sturla Sighvatsson arrived in Iceland. During 
his stay in Norway he, like Snorri, had become a member of the king’s 
retinue. And as Snorri had not succeeded in his task of bringing Iceland 
under Norwegian control, the king had designated Sturla to make a new 
try. It took Sturla only a short time to gain control over Snorri’s domain, 
and in 1237 he forced Snorri and his son, Orækja, to go to Norway. 
After neutralizing Snorri, Sturla turned against Snorri’s former sons-in-
law, Kolbeinn ungi and Gissur. In their last battle, at Örlygsstaðir 1238, 
Sturla and his father were defeated and killed, together with Sturla’s three 
brothers. After returning to Iceland, Snorri himself was killed in Reykholt 
in 1241. For some time, it seemed that the Sturlungar’s powerful posi-
tion had been erased. However, in 1242 Sturla’s younger brother, Thordr 
kakali, made his way to Iceland.

Thordr kakali isn’t very present in Íslendinga saga.52 However, the few 
glimpses we get of him imply that his father regarded him as promis-
ing. He is regularly mentioned among his father’s followers, and in 1236 
Sighvatr temporarily entrusted Thordr with a chieftaincy.53 However, a 
year later Thordr went to Norway.54 No explanation is given for his deci-
sion, but it is highly probable that his position as a younger son with as 
yet no household of his own promoted him to seek honor and promi-
nence abroad. In 1239, he became a member of the king’s retinue, and 
he stayed at his court until he returned to Iceland to confront his father’s 
and brothers’ assassins in 1242.55

New Men – New Strategies

Since the battle in Örlygsstaðir the power had been in the hands of two 
men, Sturla Sighvatsson’s main antagonists, Kolbeinn ungi and Gissur 
Thorvaldsson.56 Kolbeinn had taken control of Sighvatr’s chieftancy in 
the north of Iceland and claimed possession of his property. He thereby 
managed to exclude Sighvatr’s heirs from their paternal heritage. Accord-
ing to the sources, friends, relatives, and followers of Sighvatr and Sturla 
were forced under oath to obey Kolbeinn no matter who he might come 
into conflict with.57 In that way Kolbeinn tried to eliminate any future 
support to Sighvatr and Sturla’s family members. Thus, when Sighvatr’s 
son, Thordr kakali, returned to Iceland in 1242 to avenge his father 
and brothers and claim his inheritance, his chances of succeeding were 
minimal. Not only was he destitute; the prospects of allying himself 
with chieftains of his own standing were remote. Despite this Kolbeinn 
regarded him as a dangerous enemy. His misgivings were not unwar-
ranted. Within four years Thordr had regained his father’s position, and 
in time he became the most powerful man in the country.

Thordr’s first priority was to claim his father’s domain in the north 
of Iceland, which Kolbeinn had confiscated. Their struggles went on for 
three years without either of them winning a decisive victory or managing 
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to negotiate a settlement. However, before Kolbeinn died in 1245, he 
divided his domain between his kinsman Brandr Kolbeinsson and Thordr. 
Although this did not satisfy Thordr, he had attained a certain compen-
sation. Furthermore, he had obtained economic resources that enabled 
him to act as the chieftain he considered himself to be, e.g., to give feasts 
and distribute gifts. In 1246, he killed Brandr and took over his domain, 
thereby achieving control over the entire Northern Quarter as well as 
over Vestfirðir. This in turn forced his other main enemy, Gissur, to act. 
In the face of yet another armed battle, an agreement was made between 
the two men. Both were retainers of the Norwegian king, and according 
to the settlement they were to go to Norway and let King Haakon settle 
their dispute. The king judged in Thordr’s favor and put him in charge 
of the whole country. When Thordr arrived back in Iceland in 1247 his 
mission was to persuade the Icelanders to accept Norwegian subordina-
tion and pay taxes to the king.58 Thordr was now without doubt the most 
powerful man in the country. He had not only achieved compensation for 
his losses but had challenged his enemies and built up a network of allies 
who unconditionally supported him. Given the circumstances, Thordr’s 
rise to power was remarkable. His advancement and political strategies 
are therefore worth a closer look.

Although a skillful politician Thordr initially found it difficult to per-
suade his closest relatives to support him. Instead he found allies among 
the farmers in the region of Vestfirðir, among them one Bardr Thor-
kelsson who, recognizing that Thordr was without resources and liter-
ally homeless, handed over his farm to him. The author of Þórðar saga 
kakala comments laconically on this: “Thordr took over the farm. This 
was considered very generous.”59 Later Thordr returned Bardr’s favor by 
giving him Svefneyjar in the west of Iceland. This land was worth much 
more than Bardr’s former farm. As Jón Viðar Sigurðsson has pointed out, 
Thordr’s gift turned Bardr into a big farmer. It was a gift he could never 
return but would forever be indebted for. Or as Jón Viðar Sigurðsson 
puts it:

Bardr’s help led to Thord having to show his generosity, but the 
help was so insignificant compared to the gift that Bardr appar-
ently became completely dependent on Thord’s will. The only way 
in which Bardr could reciprocate such a gift was to perform more 
services for Thordr.60

Thordr’s chances of forming horizontal alliances were minimal, as his 
equals had subordinated themselves to Kolbeinn by oath. Hence, if he 
was to regain his former position, he obviously had to apply new strate-
gies. Although involving neither marriage nor concubinage, his way of 
ensuring himself of Bardr’s support can be seen as typical of the tac-
tics he now adopted. In contrast to his uncle Snorri, Thordr established 
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his strongest networks by using vertical relationships and generously 
rewarding his closest allies.

Thordr was thoroughly conversant with the instruments of the politi-
cal order in which he acted. He knew that generous chieftains attained 
honor and attracted followers. Hence, his gift to Bardr not only secured 
his support, but also signaled Thordr’s abilities as a capable and bounti-
ful chieftain. Notably, Thordr’s gift was different from the mutual eco-
nomic transactions that changed hands, e.g., in connection with marriage 
negotiations. These transactions were indeed intended to strengthen or 
confirm alliances, but they were exchanged between social equals and 
were supposed to be comparable in worth. The obvious, and important, 
difference between these exchanges and Thordr’s gift to Bardr is two-
fold. Firstly, the distribution of wealth in Thordr and Bardr’s case moved 
downwards in society.61 Bardr’s economic profit changed his social posi-
tion and thereby provided him with new possibilities. However, due 
to the vertical character of the relationship, it also created a bond of 
dependency in which Thordr was the stronger part. Thordr’s gift could 
be considered a reward for Bardr’s original friendly maneuver, and it also 
confirmed bonds of friendship between the two men. Yet the terms of 
the connection were Thordr’s. The similarities between this liaison and a 
patron-client relationship can hardly be overlooked.

Within a short time Thordr had attracted loyal followers. Thordr’s 
closest supporters were sons of farmers. They were young and ambitious, 
without a birth right to control chieftaincies but interested in advanc-
ing politically.62 Besides, their relatively low social position meant that 
none of them had obligations toward Thordr’s enemies through kinship 
or marriage. Their relationship to him was a bond of dependence, but 
provided that Thordr succeeded in pursuing his claims, it could prove 
nonetheless to be beneficial for both parties. However, although most of 
his followers joined him of their own free will, there also were examples 
of the opposite.

In 1243 Thordr and his men paid a visit to the farmer Thorsteinn Jons-
son in Skagafjörður. Thorsteinn was one of Kolbeinn ungi’s followers 
and had fought on his side in the battle of Örlygsstaðir. Thus, Thordr 
saw him as deeply involved in the assassination of his father and broth-
ers. Thorsteinn was an influential, popular, and wealthy farmer, and 
Thordr’s men were reluctant to attack him. Thordr, in contrast, found 
Thorsteinn to be the man most “worthy” of his revenge.63 One early 
August morning, just before sunrise, Thordr and his men forced entry to 
Thorsteinn’s farm at Hvammur. Whereas Thorsteinn’s son managed to 
escape, Thorsteinn himself was captured, two men were killed, and sev-
eral injured. Now a mediation between the two men took place, result-
ing in Thorsteinn changing sides and becoming one of Thordr’s allies. 
Before Thordr’s departure Thorsteinn’s subordination was consolidated 
through oath. A friendship was established. As a confirmation of this 
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relationship Thorsteinn’s son, Eyjolfr ofsi, became Thordr’s follower, 
and – as it would turn out – one of his most loyal supporters. Eyjolfr’s 
sister, Kolfinna, became Thordr’s concubine.64

Although without an economic transaction, this strategy follows a tra-
ditional pattern of creating bonds or confirming reconciliations between 
equals. But this relationship was vertical. Thorsteinn’s subordination 
to Thordr was not only confirmed by oath; he also “transferred” his 
children to Thordr. In this case Thordr gained followers by force, and 
one might even suggest that Thorsteinn’s children were hostages. In time 
Eyjolfr would be rewarded for his loyal services. The other young men 
who had joined Thordr on their own initiative also served him well and 
gained prominent positions amongst his followers. In order to comple-
ment and consolidate his ties to his followers, Thordr created bonds of 
kinship with those men closest to him.

In 1245, after having regained his father’s domain, Thordr “strongly 
encouraged” the marriage between one of his most reliable followers, 
the farmer’s son Hrafn Oddsson, and Thordr’s niece, Sturla Sighvats-
son’s legitimate daughter Thuridr.65 Hrafn’s marriage to Thuridr and 
Thordr’s strong support for it can be seen as a reward for Hrafn’s faith-
ful service and friendship, and it is unlikely that Hrafn would have had 
the possibility to marry upwards without Thordr’s influence. Similar to 
his gift to Bardr, Thordr had presented a gift to Hrafn too significant for 
him to reciprocate. Instead, the marriage between Hrafn and Thuridr 
assured Thordr of Hrafn’s loyalty and strengthened the bonds between 
them.

The strategic use of marriage between his followers and his female 
relatives was something Thordr was to continue to make use of. In that 
way he not only confirmed the bonds of friendship with his closest men 
but created ties of kinship as well. In 1246, he arranged the marriage 
between the previously mentioned Eyjolfr ofsi and Sturla Sighvatsson’s 
illegitimate daughter, Thuridr.66 Her legitimate half-sister, Gudny, was 
married to Vigfus Gunnsteinsson, and Nikulas Oddsson married another 
of Thordr’s nieces, Gyda Solmundardottir.67

Due to their relationship to and support of Thordr, all these men 
obtained powerful positions otherwise not attainable for men of their 
social position. Helgi Þorláksson has highlighted how “new men” made 
their entry in the political landscape of Iceland during the thirteenth cen-
tury. During this turbulent century they came to distinguish themselves 
as permanent followers of chieftains, becoming members of a chieftain’s 
household, or taking care of a household on his behalf. As Helgi Þorláks-
son points out, these were young men, who although descended from 
wealthy farmers, had no birth right to chieftaincies, but high ambitions 
to obtain power.68 Given Thordr kakali’s circumstances on his return to 
Iceland in 1242, these men obviously constituted an important resource – 
and he made the best of it.
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As mentioned earlier, King Haakon had assigned Thordr the task of 
persuading the Icelanders to pay taxes to him. On his arrival in Iceland, 
however, Thordr instead focused on gaining control over the country. 
Accordingly, the king became displeased with his actions, and summoned 
him to Norway again. As the king’s retainer, Thordr was obliged to obey 
his orders. Before he left in 1249 he divided his domain among his friends 
and relatives. Thus, Hrafn Oddsson received authority over Vestfirðir 
and Eyjolfr ofsi was to manage Eyjafjörður. In time Hrafn became a 
chieftain in his own right.

Thordr never returned to Iceland, but his followers remained loyal to 
him. As Helgi Þorláksson has pointed out, Thordr’s choice to create verti-
cal bonds might be explained by the fact that there was a lack of chieftains 
to ally with. However, as he maintains, Thordr´s strategies were caused 
by other more important factors. The men he surrounded himself with 
were below him in status. They owed their advancement to him, and as 
a consequence they were indebted to him and thus unconditionally loyal.

Thordr had distributed his female relatives among his followers. He 
had witnessed that among the networks his older brother, Sturla, had 
established, the vertical ones were the most reliable. Thus, he exclusively 
chose to establish vertical relationships. But whereas his own relation-
ship to his concubine/s followed the traditional pattern of the man being 
of higher social standing than the woman, the marriages he arranged on 
behalf of his female relatives were with men of lower social standing. 
Although a recompense for loyal service, Thordr’s use of marriage to 
reward the men closest to him illustrates important political and social 
changes in medieval Iceland: the rise of “new men” and the coming for-
mation of a new aristocracy.69

Concluding Remarks

During the period in which Snorri, his brothers, and their sons were polit-
ically active, Icelandic society underwent significant changes. What had 
been possible during the twelfth century – when powerful, married chief-
tains were able to establish intimate and vertical extramarital relation-
ships without intervention from the Church – became considerably more 
difficult during the thirteenth century. Moreover, even unmarried men 
who chose concubinage before marriage were supposed to be monoga-
mous. Thus, the political importance of well-organized marriages slowly 
increased throughout this period. Yet the political significance and need 
for vertical relations remained consistent.

All three Sturlung brothers, Thordr, Sighvatr, and Snorri, began with-
out adequate material means, and all managed to establish themselves 
among the most powerful chieftains in the country. Their first step was to 
ensure themselves of one of the main bases of power: economic resources. 
Both Thordr and Snorri “married for money” and could thereby establish 



Friends, Foes, and Followers 231

themselves as chieftains. Sighvatr instead used different strategies of invest-
ing his assets and getting hold of properties before getting married. Thus, 
he was able to propose to a woman belonging to one of the most powerful 
families in the country, a relationship with clear political implications. Irre-
spective of their choice of strategies, all three men’s marriages were impor-
tant for their future position. However, in contrast to his two brothers, 
Thordr did not strive to arrange alliances with the other powerful families 
in the country, but rather concentrated on managing his position locally and 
maintaining a diplomatic relationship with other chieftains. Snorri would 
in time become the richest man in Iceland, and undoubtedly he strove to 
become the most powerful man as well, a primus inter pares. His method 
of securing his position was to marry off his children with his presumptive 
competitors and thereby create horizontal bonds. As it turned out, how-
ever, none of his networks lasted. Sighvatr expanded his power geographi-
cally and managed to consolidate his position in collaboration with his son, 
Sturla. They effectively utilized vertical friendship relationships, as well as 
strategic marriage arrangements. Yet in the end Sturla’s relationship to his 
concubine’s male relatives would prove to be the most reliable.

Whereas the Sturlung brothers had lacked economic resources to 
match their social position, Thordr kakali was both destitute and with-
out functioning social networks when he started his impossible mission in 
1242. A scrutiny of the political landscape in Iceland showed him that he 
would have problems obtaining support among his family members and 
former friends. Thordr concentrated on gathering men who were able 
and willing to fight. Almost exclusively he concentrated on creating verti-
cal bonds and rewarding his followers generously. Among his available 
resources were his nieces, who were distributed – in marriage – among 
his closest men. Although this strategy might have been forced upon him 
by the circumstances, there is reason to believe that his strategies should 
be interpreted as the plot of a political mastermind.70 The vertical rela-
tionship was a bond of dependency, but compared to horizontal bonds it 
was more reliable. And as I have shown, it was beneficial for both parties.

The internal conflicts among the dominant families during the thir-
teenth century had severely weakened the power-base of the former elites 
in Iceland. Instead, “new men” entered the stage. Despite these political 
and social changes, marriage continued to be an important instrument. 
But whereas farmers previously had established relationships with chief-
tains by handing over their daughters as concubines, their sons now cre-
ated the same kind of bonds by marrying women from the former elites.

Notes
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12 Forming Bonds With 
Followers in Medieval Iceland
The Cases of Thordr kakali 
and Thorgils skarði

Viðar Pálsson

Feasts and Gifts as Modes of Social and Political 
Communication in Medieval Iceland: Historiographical 
Context

This chapter discusses the ideas and practices of chieftain–follower rela-
tionships in late Free State politics in Iceland, as described in Sturlunga 
saga and other relevant sources, through case studies of two prominent 
political characters of the era, Thordr kakali (Þórðar saga kakala, The 
saga of Thordr kakali) and Thorgils skarði (“harelip”) (Þorgils saga 
skarða, The saga of Thorgils skarði). In particular, the role of feasts (vei-
zlur) and gifts as demonstrative modes of communicating power and 
bonds, and how they circumscribed leader–follower relationships com-
monly labeled friendship (vinfengi or vinátta), will be analyzed.

The prolific scholarship on gift-giving in medieval and pre-modern 
cultures of power has undergone considerable revision in recent years.1 
Initially, the topic of feasting and, in particular, gift-giving was brought 
to the fore within medieval studies as a part of a wider reorientation in 
social and political history. This reorientation saw a departure from the 
traditional legal and constitutional approaches that dominated political 
histories in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which focused 
on legal and administrative institutions and highlighted a distinction 
between private and public spheres of power. From such a vantage point, 
gift-giving belonged primarily to the private sphere, whereas the empha-
sis of political history was overwhelmingly placed on tracing the medieval 
origins of the modern state, a quintessentially “public” phenomenon. In 
contrast, historians of the post–World War II era, in many ways follow-
ing Otto Brunner’s groundbreaking study on power and violence in medi-
eval Austria and Bavaria,2 merged political and social history to a greater 
degree by extending the field of political history to include the various 
ways in which power was exercised outside of formal institutions and 
“public” platforms, most significantly through networking on a broad 
scale. This drew attention to cultures of bonds encompassing private 
and public spheres alike (the distinction thus becoming anachronistic if 
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applied too rigidly) and the means by which they were established and 
maintained.

The social implications of exchange and its central role within cul-
tures of networking had, however, already been explored by the found-
ing fathers of modern sociology and anthropology, most famously and 
influentially by Marcel Mauss in the 1920s. Mauss recognized the  
double-faced nature of the gift as simultaneously facilitating social stabil-
ity through formal bonds of obligations, and potentially breeding hos-
tility in these same relationships by incurring social and political debt. 
Nevertheless, it was predominantly the integrative and stabilizing aspects 
of the Maussian gift that were stressed by medieval historians as they 
introduced early sociological concepts into their analyses of medieval cul-
tures of bonds in the 1950s, 1960s, and onwards. Well into the 1990s, 
therefore, gift-giving and formal acts of exchange were primarily studied 
as producers of “social glue”; that is, friendship and bonds that in the 
pre-modern absence of statehood functioned as basic social and political 
structures.

There were many factors that directed gift-giving studies on this tra-
jectory. One was the previously mentioned turn away from viewing 
pre-modern cultures of power through the modern lens of statehood, 
generating questions on what then, if not a state, framed and glued 
medieval society together? Those substituting cultures of bonds as an 
alternative for the state felt that friendship and gift-giving ran deep in 
medieval social and political constructions. Another related factor was 
the frequent juxtaposition of “gift economy” and “profit economy,” 
seen as central characteristics of pre-modern and modern societies, 
respectively. Together, both factors invited a notion of friendship and 
gift-giving as prominent and rather generally applicable phenomena in 
medieval sociopolitical cultures (largely analogous to the archaic socie-
ties from which “the gift” as an analytical concept was drawn to begin 
with), although none suggested, of course, that they structured soci-
ety from top to bottom: It is the political arena broadly perceived that 
remains in focus.

Recent revisions in gift-giving scholarship have recast if not rejected this 
interpretation, voicing skepticism about the utility and applicability of the 
concept of a “gift economy” when analyzing pre-modern political bonds, 
especially friendship (amicitia) and its primary media of  expression – 
feasts and gifts. Whereas the contractual function of exchange, the back-
bone of traditional gift-giving scholarship, has not been cast into doubt, 
there is growing distrust in the idea that friendship was applied as fre-
quently and generally among the political elites of medieval Europe, and 
their immediate followers, as previously assumed. In terms of horizontal 
and vertical relationships, this is to say that friendship was applied pri-
marily in political relations among peers and near-peers but rather spar-
ingly in relations between lords and their political inferiors. Thus, recent 
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scholarship emphasizes an exclusive rather than an inclusive function of 
friendship, feast, and gifts among the politically competent.3

This preliminary sketch is prerequisite for the context of the present 
case study and the questions it seeks to answer. Following the anthro-
pological and sociological turn in medieval studies in the 1970s and 
1980s, proactive networking and friendship as a formal, sociopolitical 
institution came to the fore as an important topic within Icelandic and 
Scandinavian studies, as it did elsewhere. Gift exchange and social ties 
among early Scandinavians had been explored already in 1968 by Aaron 
Gurevich, who, in tune with early anthropologically inspired scholarship, 
stressed the integrative function of gift-giving rather than its destabilizing 
potential and competitive impulses. In the 1980s and 1990s, the topic of 
friendship continued to be pursued within medieval Icelandic studies, but 
most frequently in the context of feud and conflict management rather 
than as a subject per se. In the decades bracketing the millennium, how-
ever, friendship and its role in the sociopolitical culture of stateless Ice-
land was explored more systematically and comprehensively than before 
by Jón Viðar Sigurðsson.4 Most recently, his interpretation of friendship 
and gifts in the political culture of twelfth- and thirteenth-century Iceland 
is synthesized in Den vennlige vikingen (2010).5

Jón Viðar argues that friendship (proactive and fictive kinship vis-à-vis 
kinship by blood, ætt) was “the most important social bond between 
chieftains and householders” throughout the Free State era; moreo-
ver, that it “defined relations” between chieftains, between chieftains 
and householders, and among householders themselves. It was an all- 
encompassing social pattern, “the fundamental bond that tied society 
together.” Prior to the ascent of royal power in the closing decades of the 
thirteenth century, which introduced the local elites to new sources of 
power from above and thus lessened their need for befriending “down-
wards,” friendship remained pervasive in the sociopolitical culture and 
characteristic of the bonds between chieftains and their followers. By 
extension, feasts and gifts were common expressions among them, cre-
ating and cementing such bonds. “The chieftains were to protect the 
householders and their households, organize feasts for them, and give 
them gifts.”6 Similar notions are echoed in current scholarly literature on 
medieval Iceland and in saga studies.

However, in my own Language of Power (2016), primarily a study 
of feasting and gift-giving, but also of friendship, I argue for a modifi-
cation of this view, believing it to be too strongly indebted to previous 
emphases on integration and “social glue” and not attentive enough to 
the aristocratic, restrictive, exclusive, and most often ad hoc application 
of feasts and gifts in medieval Iceland and its sagas. They were never a 
free and spontaneous practice, even within the political sphere, nor do 
they appear to have been practiced on a wide scale among chieftains and 
followers.



240 Viðar Pálsson

Obviously, this is not a question of whether chieftains in the Free State 
practiced unreserved largesse, kept an “open table,” or strove to establish 
ties of friendship through feasting and gift-giving with their þingmenn 
(and potential followers) without limits. Rather, it is a question of how 
far they reached in establishing ties of friendship with followers, and how 
frequently or regularly they cemented such relations by means of formal 
hospitality and exchange. Friendship was formal and public. Its implica-
tions of equality or near-equality among its participants made it readily 
applicable to alliance-making or settlements between peers or near-peers 
among the politically competent, i.e., horizontally. In the case of verti-
cal bonds, however, its application was bound to be more restricted and 
tightly framed by the given circumstances. The contemporary sagas that 
narrate the events of the Free State era abound in the former relationship, 
but the following case study deals primarily with the latter.

Even though Jón Viðar argues for a more general application of friend-
ship in medieval Iceland than I have done, he nevertheless accepts that 
friendship must have become more restrictedly applied when politi-
cal and social stratification became more pronounced, as chieftaincies 
evolved into territorial lordship during the final phases of the Free State. 
It is worthwhile, therefore, to examine the case of two chieftains toward 
the end of the Free State era who did form friendships with their follow-
ers through feasts and gifts: It is beneficial not only to conduct a close 
reading in this particular context, but also to perform a more general 
assessment against other evidence in the corpus.

The Historical and Textual Context of Þórðar saga 
kakala and Þorgils saga skarða – The Concepts of  
Feasts and Gifts

Among the politically competent, friendship, feasts, and gifts constituted 
the double nature of generating cohesiveness while simultaneously serv-
ing as social markers and public expressions of elite status (or the aspira-
tion for it). This double nature – or perhaps better, “double function,” 
since it is a matter of complexity rather than opposites – is underscored 
in the cases of Thordr kakali and Thorgils skarði.

The question which inevitably rises, though, is whether this impres-
sion of feasts and gifts as an aristocratic and exclusive language of power 
among the uppermost layers of society is due to the nature of our sources, 
i.e., the fact that the historical narratives on which we base our analysis 
were composed by people of that class about their own lives and politics. 
Would they not look different if our sources covered society as a whole, 
high and low alike, and would we not find them at all levels and working 
in similar ways? Answering this question lies at the heart of Language of 
Power, the title of which is descriptive of its conclusions. Whatever forms 
of sociability people of lower ranks may have enjoyed, and whatever 
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kinds of bonds they may have formed among themselves, the abundant 
examples of formal friendship, feasts, and gifts throughout the saga cor-
pus make it clear that within the saga world these were perceived to be 
expressions of power and status. Aside from the fact that they were no 
less ambiguous and contested expressions than they were a stabilizing 
force – feast and gifts repeatedly went wrong for all sorts of different 
reasons, often with violent consequences – they are hardly portrayed as a 
“social glue,” tying society together. They belong to the political sphere, 
and primarily to its uppermost layers.7

The historical context of the chieftains Thordr kakali and Thorgils 
skarði is that of the final phase of the Free State era in Iceland, the so-
called Sturlungaöld, the “Sturlung Age” (c. 1220–62/64). During the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, power became concentrated in the hands 
of a few strong individuals or families, who not only became the sole 
owners of the original thirty-nine chieftaincies (goðorð – initially, these 
may have been more numerous than thirteenth-century legal sources 
suggest)8 but also transformed their power into territorial lordships or 
regional domains of sorts (ríki). The situation was further complicated 
by the growing involvement of the Norwegian king, emerging powerfully 
in the first decades of the thirteenth century after nearly a century of civil 
wars at home.

It was a violent age to be sure, with competition between rival lords 
leading to military confrontation on an unprecedented scale, yet the sepa-
ration of this era from the culture of violence and struggle for power 
that had characterized the earlier Free State should not be exaggerated. 
Among other things, the language of feasts and gifts remained applicable 
to the management of bonds among the political elite. This held true at 
least until the Norwegian king became Iceland’s sole chieftain through 
the submission of the Icelanders in 1262–64 (he claimed chieftaincies ear-
lier still, notably those of his courtier Snorri Sturluson, who had betrayed 
his lord before being killed in 1241), which paved the way for the coun-
try’s legal and administrative incorporation into the Norwegian realm 
from the 1270s onward. During the era of Thordr kakali and Thorgils 
skarði, therefore, the major players in Icelandic politics were the king’s 
men as members of the court and under the king’s command. This did 
not, however, prevent them from pursuing their political interests in Ice-
land quite independently, to the king’s annoyance.9

The narrative of local politics in which Thordr and Thorgils took part 
is crowded and complex as it has come down to us in the so-called con-
temporary sagas, a subgenre of the Icelandic sagas. The political events 
of the Sturlung Age are narrated in Sturlunga saga, a saga compilation 
made around 1300, most likely by Lawman Thordr Narfason (d. 1308) 
at Skarð in western Iceland. It exists in two main redactions, Króksf-
jarðarbók and Reykjarfjarðarbók. Both manuscripts are dated to the sec-
ond half of the fourteenth century, although Króksfjarðarbók is believed 
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to be slightly older than Reykjarfjarðarbók and closer to the original. 
With only one exception, the individual sagas collated are lost to us in 
their original, separate thirteenth-century versions. This is the case for 
Þórðar saga kakala, the surviving text of which is dispersed within Sturla 
Thordarson’s Íslendinga saga, the compilation’s central piece. Þorgils 
saga skarða, however, was not initially a part of Sturlunga saga and only 
survives as an addition to the Reykjarfjarðarbók redaction.10

The author of Þórðar saga is unknown, but the saga must have been 
composed sometime after 1271. It describes the career of Thordr kakali 
Sighvatsson of the Sturlungar family and his struggle for political estab-
lishment in Iceland as the king’s man in 1242–49. In 1250, he returned 
to Norway on the king’s orders and died there six years later. Thorgils 
skarði Boedvarsson, also of the Sturlungar family and the king’s man, 
pursued his political ambitions most energetically and aggressively upon 
his arrival from the Norwegian court in 1252 until his death in 1258. 
During their short careers, both men became major chieftains in Iceland. 
The author of Þorgils saga is unknown as well, but the saga is assumed 
to have been originally composed c. 1275–80, possibly by Thordr Hítne-
singr, a prominent farmer in western Iceland and one of Thorgils’s loyal 
followers.

Some of the details of the narrative about how Thorgils became 
accepted as a chieftain in Skagafjörður and Thordr in Eyjafjörður in 
northern Iceland (both set out from bases in the West) feature later on 
together with the examples of feasts and gifts that appear at its center. 
Two aspects of the political environment in which these events are set 
should be discussed in advance, though: social stratification and the con-
cepts of feasts and gifts.

The social composition of Free State Iceland and its development 
from the Viking Age until the close of the thirteenth century remains 
a perennial topic of debate among historians. There is general consen-
sus, however, that during the Sturlung Age, a class of prominent farmers 
either emerged or became more distinguished, the so-called stórbændur 
(“major farmers”), whose unique position within their local communities 
was marked by their economic, social, and political preeminence. Their 
presence is unmistakable in both Þórðar saga and Þorgils saga, in which 
the descriptions of feasts, gifts, and friendships principally refer to them 
and to their respective chieftains. Rather than posing a political threat to 
the major farmers, the acceptance of a chieftain might provide opportuni-
ties to further accentuate their status – in Þorgils saga the major farmers 
of Skagafjörður consider not recognizing a chieftain at all before taking 
Thorgils on in that role.

The feasts and gifts the sagas speak of are readily identifiable through 
stock phrases and labels. Gift is gjǫf, from the verb gefa, “to give,” 
and a feast is veizla, from the verb veita, “to grant” or “confer” (used 
interchangeably with a handful of other terms, most notably boð, “an 
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invitation,” and derivations thereof). Both concepts defy the modern 
notion of gifts and feasts, however, since formal exchange in pre-modern 
societies such as Free State Iceland was rarely without social and politi-
cal implications. Whereas modern gifts and feasts are thought of as being 
principally free and voluntary acts, their medieval counterparts were 
not. This is especially true of veizla, which encompassed formal hos-
pitality ranging from that freely given (Gastfreundschaft) to the forced 
and obligatory gesture toward a superior (Herrschaftsgastung). These 
are opposite poles of a wide spectrum, and the feasts and gifts of the 
sagas are situated along it. The term veizla receives its most dynamic 
expressions in the kings’ sagas, where itinerant kingship and its limits 
are explored in depth. In that context it eventually became a legal con-
cept, “a grant” or “a benefice” held of the king, usually in the form of 
land earmarked for local maintenance of the king and his itinerant court 
through formal hospitality and upkeep.11 This makes for an interesting 
comparison between the political cultures of Iceland and Norway more 
generally, for veizlur had, for a variety of reasons, a stronger presence in 
the latter than the former.

Forging Elite Ties in Þorgils saga skarða and  
Þórðar saga kakala

Before Thorgils skarði won favor among the farmers in Skagafjörður 
in 1255 and became their chieftain through feasts and gifts, he fought 
hard to establish himself in western Iceland. He arrived there in 1252 
from the Norwegian court, assigned with the task of advancing royal 
authority in Iceland (along with another courtier, Gissur Thorvaldsson, 
head of the Haukdælir family). At first, he struggled for recognition 
in Snorri Sturluson’s old domain, Borgarfjörður – which, as previ-
ously noted, the king now claimed as his own – but he was reluctantly 
received. He then moved on to the Snæfellsnes peninsula in the West, 
his own family’s area, where he continued his campaign to gain respect 
and acknowledgment.

The saga vividly describes Thorgils’s strong-arm measures as he exacted 
gifts and hospitality from prominent farmers in these two areas, some-
times very violently.12 The impression given by the saga is that he was not 
driven by financial need in these exploits so much as by a desire for rec-
ognition of his political standing through formal acts of exchange (called 
gjafir, “gifts”). On the one hand, these descriptions are akin to various 
instances in Sturlunga saga describing enforced levies or contributions in 
kind collected by chieftains during the Sturlung Age. The rise of territo-
rial lordship in the thirteenth century, and the conflicts it generated, fos-
tered a culture of enforced contributions of various sorts (sauðakvaðir, 
tillǫgur, efla, or gera bú), and these were sometimes dressed up as gifts or 
otherwise made out to be voluntary to some degree. Sometimes they were 
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acts of outright seizure.13 On the other hand, they bear a resemblance to 
the systematically enforced hospitality practiced by itinerant lords such 
as the Norwegian king. However, the sagas clearly demonstrate that Ice-
landic chieftains never practiced itinerant lordship of that kind as a con-
stant feature of their leadership, probably because of the lack of both 
need and ability. For all we can see, measures such as Thorgils’s remained 
spasmodic modes of political violence in the Free State, practiced when 
called for or allowed by their circumstances.14

The descriptions of Thorgils’s measures in Borgarfjörður and on the 
Snæfellsnes peninsula stand in contrast to his reception in Skagafjörður 
in the North. Read as a whole, his saga neatly captures the conceptual 
range of the terms in question. A handful of examples may serve to 
illuminate the vocabulary and its flexible application. In Borgarfjörður, 
it was key for Thorgils to ally himself at the outset with the important 
magnates and brothers Thorleifr at Garðar and Boedvarr at Bær Thord-
arsynir, who were also his kinsmen. The saga makes it clear that their 
negotiations did not go as smoothly as Thorgils had wished and that 
Thorleifr remained unsympathetic to his cause. Thorgils did manage, 
however, to persuade Boedvarr to become his friend and ally, sealing the 
bond with a generous gift (gefa) of a gilded red shield and two brown 
horses.15 It is significant, of course, that Thorgils is the giver but not 
the recipient in this scenario, as it underscores the relative political sta-
tus of the participants at that given moment. Thorgils could afford to 
approach most others less cautiously. Thus, Haukr of Álftanes was put 
under great pressure when Thorgils paid him a visit and terrorized his 
household, having one unfortunate member of it beaten up to stress the 
gravity of his demands (Thorgils’s initial greeting was “Where is that 
devil Haukr?” (Hvar er Haukr djöfullinn?)). Haukr had no choice but to 
give in, and his submission to Thorgils’s political will was subsequently 
dressed up as friendship via ritualistic expressions of mutual affec-
tion: Haukr gave (gaf) malt, grain, and “a great axe which Thorleifr at 
Garðar had given him. Groa [Haukr’s wife] gave Thorgils a finger ring” 
(öxi mikla, er Þorleifr í Görðum hafði gefit Hauki. Gróa gaf Þorgilsi 
fingrgull). The formality of the exchange is further emphasized by the 
author’s comment that once Thorgils had been granted self-judgment he 
got “a proper reception” (viðtökr góðar) from his host, although appar-
ently it was not at the level of a veizla. The observation that Thorgils, 
Haukr, and Groa “parted decorously” (Skilðu þau lagliga) serves the 
same purpose.16

The demands for gifts and contributions combined fiscal and politi-
cal needs to various degrees. The goods and objects exchanged between 
Thorgils and Haukr are noteworthy in this respect because of how they 
apparently combine these elements. While the malt and grain are clearly 
akin to other contributions in kind, the axe and the ring are not. There is 
considerable weight in the axe’s “biography,” since gifts were commonly 
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recirculated in pre-modern cultures of power with the explicit notion that 
there was a venerable and meaningful history of exchange behind them.17 
The fact that Haukr chose to give, or was made to give, a weapon that 
he himself had received from another magnate (presumably in a political 
context) made it clear that a political alliance was being created.

The saga makes a general reference to Thorgils’s subsequent experi-
ences in Hítarnes and Snæfellsnes, noting tersely that he “was hosted 
by the leading farmers, and they all gave him gifts” (gisti at inna meiri 
bónda, ok gáfu allir honum gjafir).18 A fuller range of concepts is applied, 
however, in a detailed description of how Thorgils subjugated Egill Sol-
mundarson in Reykholt in Borgarfjörður in the summer of 1255 through 
an enforced veizla and the exchange of gifts. Before feasting merrily and 
exchanging gifts with Egill as friends, Thorgils witnessed Egill, startled 
by his unexpected guest, running naked for the farm church and locking 
himself in. Judging from the subsequent exchange of words in front of 
and through the church door, this appears to have been a most sensible 
reaction on Egill’s part. Once self-judgment and a truce had been negoti-
ated, however, a “finest veizla” (veizla in bezta) was made to celebrate 
their friendship. The political obligations involved were then spelled out 
in typically generic terms for pre-modern friendship and with the concepts 
of kinship and friendship applied: “From now on they should remain 
kinsmen and fast friends” (En þaðan af skyldi þeir fella saman frændsemi 
þeira ok fulla vináttu). They parted with kærleikar (“cordially” or “with 
affection”) and with Egill submissively presenting his new friend with 
two brown horses as a gift (gefa).19

It was altogether different when Thorgils arrived in Skagafjörður, shar-
ing feasts and gifts with his followers. What makes these scenes intriguing, 
together with those of Þórðar saga kakala, is not their typicality but their 
exceptionality in the corpus. Indeed, the contemporary sagas only con-
tain a few examples, albeit important ones, of chieftains engaging rather 
broadly in feasting and gift exchange with their followers and forming 
friendships with them. Significantly, these relate to only two chieftains, 
Thorgils skarði and Thordr kakali. Chieftains such as Snorri Sturluson, 
whose political career is described in greater detail in Sturlunga than that 
of most others and who is portrayed as being extremely ambitious in 
advancing his political cause and tending his network of influence, is 
never shown exchanging gifts with inferiors or followers. His only gift in 
Iceland on record was made to his brother Sighvatr for the sake of rec-
onciliation.20 Apart from chieftaincies given to him in whole or in part, 
Snorri is only recorded as having accepted gifts from foreign notables. He 
is also among the most distinguished hosts of feasts in Sturlunga saga, yet 
he never hosted followers or þingmenn in any great number, only nota-
bles and those closest to him.

Thorgils had a rocky start in Skagafjörður, as he was caught in a fierce 
dispute with Bishop Heinrekr at Hólar over issues of local authority. 
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Having reconciled through feasts and gifts, however, Thorgils embarked 
on a cycle of exchange with his followers in the autumn of 1256:

Thorgils held another veizla in the autumn. He invited the foremost 
of the local farmers. There was a huge veizla, hosted most gener-
ously. Also, there were great gifts at the time of parting, and none of 
those invited left without one. Thorgils was greatly honored by the 
farmers for this veizla.21

The farmers reciprocated in the winter by hosting Thorgils in return:

Most of the farmers invited him thereafter, and during the winter he 
attended veizlur throughout the area, accepting most honorable gifts 
from them. The district was filled with joy, and the farmers felt they 
had almost arrived in heaven, having secured such a leader.22

Thorgils had previously accrued alliances with notables and kinsmen in 
the West through feasts and gifts. Once he had become better established:

Many in the west invited him home, each receiving him with the best 
provisions available. Sturla, his kinsman, invited him to Hítardalur. 
It was a most honorable veizla. Thorgils was accompanied by many 
men. . . . Sturla gave Thorgils, his kinsman, great gifts, and they 
parted with great cordiality. Thorgils went home north, having col-
lected many friends and much honor.23

Finally, Thorgils closed the cycle of hospitality with the leading farmers 
in the region by inviting them to a Christmas feast in 1257 and distribut-
ing gifts among them:

He hosted great veizlur and a great Christmas feast. He invited many 
major farmers and gave them fine gifts. It was a most lavish occasion 
in terms of numbers and accommodation.24

Whether this exchange of hospitality was intended to be a continuing 
pattern or meant to come to a close is not entirely clear. The end came 
suddenly, when Thorgils was killed shortly afterwards, in January 1258, 
by Thorvardr Thorarinsson, a prominent political competitor of the 
Svinfellingar family.

As noted, the only comparable scenes in the corpus are those of Thordr 
kakali feasting with his followers and giving them gifts in Þórðar saga 
kakala. While they do not fully match those of Thorgils and the farmers 
in Skagafjörður they do show a chieftain hosting his followers and estab-
lishing friendships with them through gifts. Unlike the case in Þorgils 
saga, the farmers are not shown hosting Thordr in return for his hospital-
ity and gifts.
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Thordr invited his followers to two magnificent feasts, the first being 
a Christmas feast at Mýrar in Dýrafjörður in Vestfirðir in 1243. Thordr 
had returned from Norway the previous year but faced great opposition 
from Kolbeinn ungi, the head of the Ásbirningar family in Skagafjörður 
and a dominant figure in the north, where Thord intended to make his 
claim for power. He thus set about recruiting men and support in Vest-
firðir, the most destitute part of the country. Once he had succeeded there 
he established friendship with some of his followers through a feast and 
gifts:

He invited all the best men in Vestfirðir to his home at Christmas, 
and hosted a great veizla at Mýrar. . . . And when they left, he gave 
many of them gifts. All were now greater friends of his than before.25

A somewhat similar scene is described when Thordr successfully came to 
his father’s domain in Eyjafjörður in the North two years later, although 
the description’s terseness offers little detail: “He hosted a splendid veizla 
on the Mass of St Mary [at Grund in Eyjafjörður], and gave great gifts to 
those accompanying him north” (Hann hafði veizlu fagra á Maríumessu 
ok gaf stórgjafir þeim, er honum höfðu norðr fylgt).26

Two things stand out in these scenes from Þorgils saga skarða and 
Þórðar saga kakala with regard to both the application of friendship 
to chieftain-follower relationships and, correspondingly, the purpose of 
feasts and gifts. Firstly, feasting and gift-giving were not routine prac-
tices of political leadership but strategically and purposefully deployed 
expressions of loyalty. In both instances, the ritualized expressions of 
friendship are tightly framed by political events in which a pretender 
overcomes great obstacles through the recruitment of reluctant support-
ers. Thorgils’s pleas in Skagafjörður were initially turned down by the 
farmers before they accepted him, and so it comes as no surprise that 
subsequent bonding between them was felt to be appropriately expressed 
in the ritualized and intense form it assumed. Þórðar saga is even more 
dramatic in this respect, describing Thordr’s rise to power as a heroic tale 
of success against all odds. Both his feasts follow landmark events in his 
political career, at the most logical moments for reinforcing the ties with 
those closest to him and rewarding their loyalty and support.

Secondly, there is emphasis on exclusivity, as both sagas dutifully 
underscore that only major farmers were involved. Thorgils invited only 
heraðsbændr inir beztu (“the best farmers of the region”) and then mar-
gir stórbændr (“many major farmers”). The flestir bændr (“most of the 
farmers”) who reciprocated by hosting him in return are self-evidently 
those who had been his guests. The brief description of Thordr’s feast at 
Grund does not disclose whether local farmers were among his guests – it 
only notes that his accompanying followers were there. As for his Christ-
mas feast at Mýrar, the saga carefully notes that it was only for the opti-
mates of Vestfirðir, allir inir beztu menn (“all the best men”).
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Concluding Remarks

Many of the basic assumptions underlying the interpretation of feasting 
and gift-giving in medieval Iceland and its sagas briefly sketched in this 
chapter, and principally discussed in relation to two sets of examples 
from Sturlunga saga, are laid out more fully in my Language of Power. 
Its treatment extends to the saga corpus as a whole (as well as to diplo-
matic material, poetry, law, and other relevant texts), not least the king’s 
sagas and the sagas of the early Icelanders (Íslendingasögur). Suffice it 
to say that the notion of feasts and gifts in medieval Iceland as being 
primarily an aristocratic, exclusive, and ad hoc language of power draws 
strength from this wider treatment.

Ambiguity is a central theme in the history of feasting and gift- 
giving, in medieval Iceland and in pre-modern cultures generally. Just as 
these practices could spell harmony, social cohesion, and stability, they 
also expressed and fueled competition, strife, and violence. Indeed, an 
important theme in current revisions of twentieth-century gift-giving 
scholarship is the growing appreciation of feasts and gifts as a subjective 
discourse of power rather than as an objective expression of it.27 As with 
any language, demonstrative action was subject to interpretation. Its 
eventual meaning and outcome were thereby highly contextual, subject 
to circumstances and the sociopolitical negotiation of actors and audi-
ence. This notion is central to understanding the function of feasts and 
gifts both in medieval Iceland and its sagas and in pre-modern cultures 
of power more generally. Although this aspect may not be central to the 
present examples from Þórðar saga kakala and Þorgils saga skarða, it is 
nevertheless necessary for their full appreciation. This refers especially 
to the generosity or largesse of Thorgils skarði as a host, which the saga 
explicitly presents as the result of negotiation between those involved 
rather than as an objective measure of the transfer of resources from one 
hand to another. The saga directly states that Thorgils arrived in Ska-
gafjörður “with empty pockets” (tvær hendr tómar) before hosting those 
who had supported him “most generously,” and that in return he was 
“greatly honored” by his guests.28
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13 Strength Through Weakness
Regent Elites Under Kings 
Inge, Sigurd, and Magnus 
Haraldsson

Ian Peter Grohse

In 1137 Magnus IV the Blind, the deposed and embittered king of Nor-
way, traveled abroad to Sweden and Denmark seeking allies in his strug-
gle to reclaim the crown. There he professed that

Norway would lie open to grabs if any great leaders wanted to go 
for it, as there was no king over the country and the government of 
the realm was in the hands of landed men, while those landed men 
that were first appointed as rulers had all fallen out with each other 
because of their jealousy.1

His claims were half-truths. The title of king in fact belonged to three 
dynasts, Inge, Sigurd, and Magnus Haraldsson, each of whom had been 
acclaimed at regional assemblies (things) while still in infancy or adoles-
cence the previous year. Nonetheless, Magnus IV’s claim casts light on 
the precarious state of Norwegian politics, in which kings, the notional 
doyens of political authority, were mere weaklings, and magnates, their 
nominal servants, were the de facto elites of monarchical governance.

Incidences of royal minority were remarkably frequent in twelfth-
century Norway, where no fewer than seven underage candidates were 
thrust forth for succession, often simultaneously and under dubious pre-
texts.2 Paradigms of succession that increasingly prioritized heredity over 
merit positioned these youths in line for the throne although they lacked 
the cognitive and physical capacities to direct affairs of state.3 With no 
obvious demarcation between guardianship of the king and regency of 
the kingdom,4 nor between personal and political spheres,5 those closest 
to the royal person readily assumed positions over these frail monarchs, 
seizing shares of government, harvesting benefices of land, or securing 
royal sponsorship for their own political campaigns in the process.6

The following examines some of the strategies by which members of 
Norway’s political elite exploited underage kings to attain authority in 
the twelfth century. The early reigns of kings Inge, Sigurd, and Magnus 
Haraldsson (1136–c.1155), which are especially well documented, will 
serve as the primary cases for analysis.7 Under the fictitious pretext that 
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these kings could assess and consent to counsel, royal caretakers readily 
pushed their own agendas and elevated themselves to higher echelons of 
governmental authority. Scrutinizing these strategies can shed light on 
caretakers’ changing status as “elites,” those “members of a society who 
hold a socially elevated position, whether in terms of wealth, political 
power, cultural prestige, social networks, knowledge, or some other rel-
evant asset, and who are recognized by others as legitimately possessing 
such a position in a certain context” (see the introduction to this vol-
ume). The discussion will focus on three avenues – maternity, fosterage, 
and council – by which elites advocated themselves as legitimate custodi-
ans of royal governance.

As a secondary aim, this chapter will also address the consequences 
of these strategies. Magnus IV’s assertion that the absence of a capable 
monarch weakened the kingdom by engendering rivalry among Norway’s 
political elites is frequently implied in modern surveys, which view royal 
minorities as inherently contentious.8 Before King Haakon V Magnusson 
(r. 1299–1319) introduced formal conventions for regency in the early 
fourteenth century,9 the succession of children enabled intervention from 
a range of social and political elites with self-serving and, at times com-
peting, interests. At the same time, the absence of a forceful and unifying 
ruler could widen political fissures by allowing elites to forge separate, 
rival factions around the different royal figureheads. In this vein, elites’ 
exploitation of underage kings is often viewed as an expression of the 
political fragmentation and volatility that characterized the so-called civil 
wars (1130–1240) in Norwegian history.10

The cases in focus may nuance this view by highlighting moments of 
stability. The simultaneous ascension of multiple elites during the minori-
ties of kings Inge, Sigurd, and Magnus Haraldsson suggests that the suc-
cession of weak monarchs could prompt a fruitful redistribution and 
balancing of power across a broad political plane. The following thus 
advances Hans Jacob Orning’s critique of the centralist and institutional 
tendencies in research on high medieval Norway.11 Whereas scholars have 
often viewed the lack of a functional central executive and the result-
ing dispersal of power as digressions from state development and occa-
sions for disorder, the following supports the thesis that division could 
facilitate stability by hindering despotism and by satiating demands for 
authority and wealth among a range of political elites.

Maternity

Mothers of underage dynasts were unable to assume custody of the royal 
estate, yet they could exploit their maternal role to exert informal influ-
ence over royal governance.12 This is witnessed in the political enterprises 
of Ingrid Rognvaldsdottir, mother to the young King Inge. Ingrid was a 
poster child for the transnational brand of networking practiced among 
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elites in the medieval Nordic kingdoms.13 The daughter of Prince Rog-
nvald Roundhead of Sweden, Ingrid was unhappily married to Henrik 
Brokeleg, son of King Svend Estridsen of Denmark, before her betrothal 
to King Harald Gille of Norway soon after her first husband’s death in 
1134.14 While Ingrid’s elite social status was well established prior to giv-
ing birth to a presumptive heir in Norway, she only emerged as a political 
force by vigorously promoting her son as royal successor in the wake of 
King Harald’s death in 1136. Ingrid convened with magnates and the late 
king’s retainers in Bergen before personally traveling to her two-year-old 
son, who was in fosterage in eastern Norway (see later in the chapter). 
There she prompted speakers of the regional assembly to acclaim Inge 
as their king, and although sagas are silent regarding Ingrid’s function at 
that convention, we may speculate that, given her role in initiating the 
process, she also commanded an audience there.15 Her status as royal 
consort to King Harald positioned Ingrid near the heart of political 
affairs, but it was her relationship to the late king’s son that facilitated 
her participation in governance.

However, Ingrid’s political success could not have been based solely 
on her maternal relationship to Inge, for her influence extended beyond 
that biological line. In addition to orchestrating her own son’s acclama-
tion, she also initiated the succession of Inge’s four-year-old half-brother, 
Sigurd, another royal claimant born of King Harald and his concubine, 
Tora Guthormsdottir. Prior to departing for eastern Norway, Ingrid and 
the late king’s retainers dispatched an envoy to central Norway to urge 
the people there to accept Sigurd as king.16 In contrast to Ingrid, Sigurd’s 
mother Tora remained inconsequential in a political sense, demonstrat-
ing that maternity alone did not enhance one’s political influence. These 
women’s wider social networks may explain this discrepancy.17 Ingrid 
inherited an exceptionally elevated status among Scandinavia’s social 
elite. She was the product of a royal house and was, from her first mar-
riage, mother to Magnus Henriksson, a Danish potentate with a strong 
claim to his grandfather’s Swedish throne.18 Whereas Ingrid’s social net-
work spanned the widest and highest echelons of Scandinavian society, 
Tora’s was comparatively circumscribed. The daughter of Guttorm Grey-
beard, a prominent landowner in central Norway, Tora represented a 
link between the elites of her home region and the royal house, but she 
had no apparent relevance on a national or transnational stage.19

The extramarital nature of Tora’s relationship with King Harald may 
also have diminished her political influence in a formal sense. Prior to 
the late twelfth century, Norwegian customs of succession showed equal 
deference to the claims of royal children born in and out of wedlock.20 
However, in an age in which legitimate birth, and thus marriage, was 
gaining political relevance in the eyes of the Church, the concubine Tora 
was perhaps less well suited for affairs of state.21 This was also the case 
for Bjadok, a concubine of the late King Harald prior to his emigration to 



Strength Through Weakness 255

Norway from Britain in the 1120s. The mother of Oystein Haraldsson, 
the purported offspring of that affair, Bjadok journeyed across the North 
Sea in connection with her son’s campaign for succession in 1142.22 Her 
role, however, was notably passive. Invited by three Norwegian mag-
nates, Bjadok merely corroborated Oystein’s claims of royal descent, and 
did not meddle in the dynast’s executive actions.

Whereas neither Tora nor Bjadok counseled or served in their sons’ 
regency councils, Ingrid ensured herself a more permanent station within 
monarchical governance, later marrying Ottar Birting, a rising star in 
Norwegian politics and counselor to kings Inge and Sigurd during their 
minorities (see later in the chapter), and providing personal advice to 
King Inge in the early years of his adult reign.23 Ingrid’s reappearance 
in this capacity suggests that she continued to act as a trusted, if infor-
mal, member of the young king’s network of de facto regents. This is 
witnessed by her intervention in Inge’s troubled relations with his half-
brother following the murder of Inge’s retainer at the hands of Sigurd’s 
men in 1155. Scolding her son for his failure to retaliate, she explained 
that he would remain a feeble king if he stood idle while enemies slaugh-
tered his men like swine. Although Inge initially argued with his mother, 
he was eventually convinced to take action by his most trusted counselor, 
Gregorius, who intervened in support of Ingrid.24 Although brief, this 
glimpse into Ingrid’s role in the most intimate of royal councils demon-
strates her continued relevance as a member of the governing elite: as a 
doting mother, a calculating strategist, and a respected, albeit informal, 
associate of royal council.

In reflecting on her political agency, it is the latter point – her coopera-
tion with magnates in royal councils – that deserves the most attention. 
Both at the outset of the child kings’ regency in 1136 and in the later epi-
sode from 1155, Ingrid’s power was not sovereign, but willingly shared 
with other members of Norway’s elite. By encouraging the participation 
of magnates in regency, Ingrid facilitated a degree of political accord that 
had eluded an earlier queen, Alfiva, mother and regent of the young king 
Svend Alfivason between 1030 and 1035. Whereas Alfiva’s monopoly on 
power made “the people of the country . . . great enemies of hers, both 
at that time and for ever after,”25 Ingrid enjoyed the respect of magnates, 
encouraged the distribution of power, and facilitated consensus among 
multiple members of Norway’s elite.

Fosterage

Artificial bonds of kinship provided other avenues for elites to exert 
influence over underage dynasts. Fosterage, a form of adoptive kinship 
common throughout northern Europe in the Middle Ages, was a particu-
larly expedient means by which elites with no biological relation to the 
royal house might improve their social and political stations.26 At least 
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three of King Harald Gille’s children – Sigurd, Inge, and Magnus – were 
fostered by regional magnates after the king’s death in 1136. While the 
magnates’ authority was limited to their respective home regions prior to 
their nomination as royal fosterers, their assumption of pseudo-parental 
authority over the young kings enabled them to expand their influence 
across a wider political landscape and determine the delegation of fiefs 
and benefices.27

Fosterage enabled unrelated families to substitute artificial bonds for 
biological ones, engendering in both parties a sense of devotion that could 
equal or surpass natal relationships in strength and socio-political rele-
vance.28 It was a basis for mutually beneficial commitments, “integrating 
both families in networks of protection and prestige.”29 Whereas lateral 
arrangements between families of similar status served as a mechanism 
of alliance-building in minimally stratified societies, vertical forms articu-
lated lordship by emphasizing the socio-political standing of individuals 
and families on an ascending plane.30 Situations involving royal children 
almost always entailed some understanding of the biological family’s 
superiority, and an acceptance of the fostering family’s deference.31

Multiple references to incidents of royal fosterage in Heimskringla 
suggest that Norway’s kings were customarily raised in some form of 
adoptive care and that the practice of fosterage was pivotal for young 
kings cultivating their social and political affiliations both at home and 
abroad.32 If obtaining favor with the royal house drove families to shoul-
der the burden of child-rearing, pragmatism may have motivated kings 
to deliver their children into fosterage. The ambulant nature of kingship 
and the expectation that rulers would personally oversee the execution 
of justice and military campaigns left little room for child-care. The high 
number and equal status of royal offspring presented further challenges, 
as heirs of extramarital unions demanded the same degree of attention as 
those born in wedlock. It was thus expedient to distribute the demands of 
child-rearing among loyal cohorts outside the nuclear household.33

Fathering at least eight children, including four male successors, in 
various regions of the Norse world, King Harald Gille was unable to 
oversee the upbringing of his offspring. His three youngest sons were 
placed in the care of baronial fosterers in central, eastern, and western 
Norway before his death in 1136. These men appear to have commanded 
a degree of political influence in their own regions prior to assuming 
custody of the young kings. Sigurd’s foster father, Sada-Gyrd Baardsson, 
first appears on record as the young dynast’s surrogate caretaker in 1136, 
although his own sons, Sigurd and Philip Gyrdsson, are recorded as 
two of the magnates who defended Norway against Wendish assaults in 
1135.34 Inge’s foster father, Amund Gyrdsson, is referred to in the sagas 
as “a grandson of Logbersason,” a prominent lawman in eastern Nor-
way during the reign of King Olav Haraldsson (1067–93).35 Magnus’s 
foster father, Kyrping-Orm Sveinsson, was a member of the prominent 
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Stødle dynasty of chieftains of Sunnhordland, western Norway, and was 
the great-grandson of Erlend of Gjerde, a leader in the free-farmer oppo-
sition to King Olav Haraldsson in 1030.36 Although these men enjoyed 
social prestige in their respective regions, and presumably some previ-
ous association with the crown, none are recorded in narratives prior 
to their nomination as royal fosterers. Like Ingrid Rognvaldsdottir, they 
enhanced their initial elite standing through exploitation of “kinship,” 
however contrived, with the underage kings.

We know nothing about the political maneuvers of King Magnus’s 
foster father, Kyrping-Orm, who retired from the political spotlight with 
the death of his foster son in or around 1141.37 However, he established 
a precedent of association with the royal house – his sons, Ogmund 
Denger and Erling Skakke, became central members of kings Inge and 
Sigurd’s councils in later years.38 We know slightly more about the politi-
cal fortunes of Sada-Gyrd and Amund. Despite their ascension to the 
ambit of royal governance, the influence of these fosterers did not ini-
tially expand beyond their home regions. This is due in part to the imme-
diate disorder caused by crippling military assaults by rival pretenders 
to the throne, Sigurd Slembe and Magnus Sigurdsson. King Inge’s foster 
father, Amund, worked closely with Tjostolv Aalason, a former retainer 
of King Harald Gille and one of the other men who supported Inge’s 
acclamation, to quell the threat in the eastern part of the country.39 King 
Sigurd’s foster father, Sada-Gyrd, was comparatively passive in central 
Norway prior to a series of raids along Norway’s western coasts that 
prompted him to organize a pursuit of the raiders.40 Their elevation on 
a “national” stage came in 1139, when their respective parties joined 
forces to create a centralized regency coalition (see later in the chapter). 
Remarkably, neither of these men used their status as fosterers to claim 
superior positions within that coalition. Rather, they formed part of a 
wider elite body that successfully controlled Norway’s political land-
scape for over a decade.

Friendship and Counsel

Elites with no familial or pseudo-familial ties to the royal line could 
advance their political standing by feigning service as the kings’ friends 
and counselors. Despite their theoretical sovereignty, in practice infant 
and adolescent monarchs were incapable of freely recruiting their advi-
sors or passing judgment on their counsel.41 Those with access to a young 
king could thus make a show of subservience whilst dictating strategies 
to their own advantage. In addition to Inge’s foster father, the “coun-
cil” (ráði) that supported his acclamation included Tjostolv Aalason and 
“many other great leaders” (margir aðrir stórir hǫfðingjar).42 Similarly, 
the council that acclaimed Sigurd comprised several regional magnates, 
including Ottar Birting, Peter Sauda-Ulfsson, Guttorm Asolfsson, and 
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Ottar Balli, as well as “a large number of other leaders” (fjǫldi annarra 
hǫfðingja).43

Rather than unabashedly executing governance over the heads of their 
nominal rulers, these men sought legitimacy for their activities by stag-
ing sessions of council with the young kings. This reflected reverence 
for contemporary ideals of monarchical governance, in which counsel 
was seen as a feature of just rule.44 In order to feign the king’s author-
ity, and mask or rebrand their practical domination of royal affairs, 
caretakers employed “fictions of adult rule” that simulated mediation 
between capable commanders (the kings) and their cabinets of trusted 
advisors (their magnate supporters).45 Two episodes exemplify how fic-
tional devices served to secure royal sanction for the establishment of a 
unified regency council in 1139. In the first episode, King Inge’s “coun-
selors” composed a letter to King Sigurd and his men to pitch a potential 
coalition:

King Haraldr’s son King Ingi sends God’s and his own greetings to 
his brother King Sigurðr and to Sáða-Gyrðr, Ǫgmundr sviptir (Loss), 
Óttarr birtingr and all landed men, followers and housecarls and all 
the common people, rich and poor, young and old. All are acquainted 
with the problems that we have and also with our youth, that you are 
reckoned to be five winters old, and I three winters. We can under-
take nothing except what we do with the help of our friends and kind 
people. It seems to me that now I and my friends are more afflicted 
with the trouble and distress that we both suffer than you or your 
friends. Now be so kind as to go to see me as soon as possible and 
with as many men as possible, and let us be both together whatever 
happens. Now he is our greatest friend who continues to ensure that 
we may be always on the best of terms and treated in as equal a man-
ner as possible in everything.46

By presenting the three-year-old Inge in the first person, counselors rein-
forced the fiction that Inge consented to their proposals and endorsed 
his “friends’ ” dominance of executive governance. Friendship in medi-
eval societies connoted “informal patron-client relationships that were 
personal, voluntary and asymmetrical, yet nonetheless clearly recipro-
cal,” and was expressed by exchanging gifts and support.47 Although 
young kings could scarcely enter into reciprocal relationships on their 
own terms, the document refers to “friends” five times, suggesting that 
the magnates were eager to access gifts of political authority and wealth 
through a fictitious contract with the toddler.48

Ottar Birting, a leading member of King Sigurd’s regency council49 and 
the stepfather of King Inge by way of his recent marriage to Ingrid Rog-
nvaldsdottir,50 was instrumental in initiating the coalition. At a staged 
session of council in central Norway, Ottar sought to obtain the young 
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Sigurd’s approval, first reading the letter aloud before directing his coun-
sel to the young king:

Now I will make known to you my mind and find out whether 
the wishes of King Sigurðr and other men of the ruling class are in 
accordance with it, that you, King Sigurðr, should also make ready 
such force as is willing to follow you to defend your land and go with 
as large numbers as are available to meet your brother King Ingi as 
soon as you can, and that each of you should support the other in all 
useful matters, and may almighty God [support] both of you. Now 
we wish to hear what you have to say, king.51

Sigurd was borne into the room by Peter Sauda-Ulfsson, a warrior and 
another of the child’s early supporters.52 Although the five-year-old was 
presumably capable of entering unaided, such a mundane entrance by 
an unimposing figure would have diminished the weight of his declara-
tions, particularly as they concerned matters of war, a man’s affair. By 
hoisting the king into the arms of a warrior, the magnates enhanced the 
king’s position, placing him at eye level with his men, while illustrating 
the role of his caretakers-cum-counselors in bearing the king and shoul-
dering important matters of state.53 Prompted by his instructors, Sigurd 
proclaimed that “if I have my way I shall go to see my brother King Ingi 
as soon as I can.”54

These performances bolstered the magnates’ control of governance, 
allowing them to enhance not only their political, but also their economic, 
status. Narratives emphasize this aspect of performance with respect to 
King Inge, the weaker of the two brothers. Heimskringla recounts that 
Inge, physically handicapped and with a mild disposition, was “cheerful 
of speech and pleasant with his friends, generous with wealth, mostly let-
ting leading men make decisions about the government with him.”55 This 
is strikingly similar to the epitaph of his late father, King Harald, whom 
Heimskringla describes as

affable, cheerful, playful, humble, generous, so that he spared noth-
ing for his friends, open to advice, so that he let others make decisions 
with him on anything they wanted. All this brought him friendship 
and praise. Many men of the ruling class then came to be on good 
terms with him.56

Unlike his father, whose disparaged legacy as a weak individual in schol-
arship is unmerited,57 Inge’s generosity was, to some degree, born of per-
sonal weakness. His delegation of authority was coerced, rather than 
willed, and he remained dependent on counselors throughout his life.58

Beyond illustrating the rhetorical and ritualistic devices for staging 
royal consent, these episodes demonstrate the willingness of magnates 
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from different regions, pursing different personal economic and political 
interests, to share rather than monopolize power. Inge and Sigurd’s corre-
spondence in 1139 marked the end of a period of factional regency, when 
separate constellations of magnates dealt independently with executive 
and military contingencies in their respective regions, and the beginning 
of a single, conglomerated council for the entire kingdom (landráðum).59 
Many of the “friends” named or alluded to in these episodes remained in 
control of governance and presided over a period of peace for over a dec-
ade until the kings reached adulthood in the mid-1150s. This consensual 
and broad partition of authority would be contrasted two decades later, 
when Erling Skakke, father to the underage King Magnus Erlingsson, 
monopolized regency in his son’s name. His ascension to power corre-
lated to an intensification of political unrest, and while multiple factors 
may have contributed to these tensions, the despotic nature of his govern-
ment, which precluded the participation of co-regents, may have spurred 
resistance by frustrating the advancement of other elites.60

Conclusion

It is seductive to study medieval monarchies through the prism of individ-
ual kings, to scrutinize the nature of kingship in respect to the successes 
and failures of charismatic (adult) rulers. However, in the shadows of 
these accomplished rulers were other, less capable monarchs who relied 
on adept men and women to negotiate the highest tiers of executive gov-
ernance. The preceding discussion therefore underscores the fruitfulness 
of an alternative approach to monarchical rule, one that seeks the sources 
of elite power vis-à-vis the weakest of rulers. This compels us to look 
at other actors who capitalized on that weakness for their own politi-
cal gain. Moving beyond the royal person, we see which members of 
Norwegian society accessed and represented underage kings in political 
arenas, and on what authority. By scrutinizing the avenues, mechanisms, 
and consequences for political ascension during royal minorities, our aim 
was to shed light on less celebrated, yet more influential, segments of 
Norway’s governing elites.

While all the men and women who gained access to kings Inge, Sigurd, 
and Magnus during their minorities were elites in terms of the defini-
tion in the introduction to the present volume, they pursued different 
avenues for advancing and legitimizing their status. As the daughter of a 
Scandinavian dynast and the consort of the late King Harald Gille, Ingrid 
Rognvaldsdottir already enjoyed cultural and social prestige and exten-
sive social networks. It was not until the death of her husband, however, 
that she used her status as mother to a royal heir, Inge, to participate in 
executive activities. Similarly, while those who fostered the kings were 
regional potentates, their influence did not extend beyond their home 
arenas prior to their nomination as the kings’ primary caretakers.61 It was 
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only as the kings’ parental surrogates that they reached the highest tiers 
of monarchical governance. Still others advanced their political station 
by “befriending” kings, professing to “help” their infantile monarchs 
whilst practically seizing the reigns of executive authority.

The different avenues through which men and women obtained political 
power and cultural prestige demonstrate the mutability of royal govern-
ance in twelfth-century Norway, where the inchoate nature of monarchi-
cal institutions created a wide playing field for political advancement. 
Aspirations to political influence could prompt conflict between rival 
elites and, as is often advanced in scholarship on twelfth-century Nor-
way, precipitate a destabilizing scramble for power. Indeed, perspectives 
that evaluate the stability of governance through the strength of kings 
invariably view the absence of strong royal executives as a prelude to 
political turmoil. However, the preceding examples offer evidence to the 
contrary. While the elites examined here hailed from different regions, 
occupied different social stations, and pursued different personal agen-
das, their cooperative efforts to govern Norway on the behalf of under-
age kings leveled the playing field and created a degree of stability for 
over a decade between 1139 and 1155. In this respect, the weakness of 
kings provided elites with opportunities for mutual strength.
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schaft und Linguistik 10 (1980): 12–69; Gerd Althoff, “Demonstration und 
Inszenierung: Spielregeln der Kommunikation in mittelalterlicher Öffentli-
chkeit,” Frühmittelalterliche Studien 27 (1993): 27–50. Peter’s ceremonial 
role also demonstrated his political role vis-à-vis the king, for he is said to 
have received the byname “bearing-servant” (byrðarsveinn).

 54. Finlay and Faulkes, vol. 3, 194. Hkr 3, 315: “vitu þat allir menn, ef ek skal 
ráða, at ek vil fara á fund Inga konungs, bróður mins, sem fyrst má ek.” Cf. 
Msk, 200.

 55. Finlay and Faulkes, vol. 3, 204. Hkr 3, 331: “blíðmæltr ok dæll vinum 
sínum, ǫrr af fé ok lét mjǫk hǫfðingja ráða með sér landráðum, vinsæll við 
alþýðu, ok dró þat allt saman mjǫk undir hann ríki ok fjǫlmenni”; Msk. 221.

 56. Finlay and Faulkes, vol. 3, 170. Hkr 3, 278: “léttlátr, kátr ok leikinn, lítillátr, 
ǫrr, svá at hann sparði ekki við vini sína, ráðþægr, svá at hann lét aðra ráða 
með sér ǫllu því er vildu. Slíkt alt dró honum til vinsælda ok orðlofs. Þýddust 
hann þá margir ríkismenn.”

 57. Knut Arstad, “ ‘han var svag af Charakteer og uden ringeste Herskergaver, 
hvilket også fremgaar af hele hans Historie’: En undersøkelse av Harald 
Gilles ettermæle,” Historisk tidsskrift (N) 78 (1999): 435–60.

 58. Although Inge’s generosity is portrayed as a positive attribute, perhaps even 
an essential aspect of rule in Heimskringla (Bagge, Viking Stronghold, 44), 
other excerpts from the same work suggest that Inge’s counselors manipu-
lated him. This is particularly apparent in the behavior of his principal advi-
sor, Gregorius Dagsson, who goaded the king into conflicts. On Gregorius 
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see e.g., Bagge, “Samkongedømme og enekongedømme,” 253; Paulsen, 
“Stormenn og elite,” 83–87.

 59. Ágr: 51–52; Hkr 3, 330.
 60. On Erling’s regency see Bagge, Viking Stronghold, 44–52, esp. 50–51; cf. 

Orning, “Conflict and Social (Dis)order,” 74–79.
 61. This supports Bagge’s view that Norway’s domestic struggles transformed 

magnates from local potentates to royal servants of a centralized, albeit 
embryotic monarchical state. See e.g., Bagge, Society and Politics, 237–40. 
Royal servants could, however, retain their local standing (ibid., 307). See 
also Orning, Unpredictability and Presence, 32.
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14 The Politics of Exile in 
Northern Europe
The Case of Knud V of 
Denmark

Ole-Albert Rønning

Medieval Scandinavian elites frequently sought aid and support outside 
of their own kingdoms when they faced problems at home. Narrative 
sources like the kings’ sagas or chronicles like Saxo’s Gesta Danorum 
contain numerous examples of political actors, usually kings, going into 
exile abroad when they met with military defeat or great opposition at 
home. This practice was especially prevalent in periods of internal strug-
gle, as in the years between 1131 and 1157 in Denmark, and 1130–1240 
in Norway.1 Examining it raises interesting questions about the use and 
fluidity of social bonds, and the interplay between norms and practices: 
How did personal relationships among the Scandinavian elites determine 
where political actors sought aid? Did obligations involved in such rela-
tionships determine whether hosts abroad gave aid, or do we have to 
look to more cynical, political motivations? Were different social bonds 
used in different ways? Were constructed bonds like friendship or marital 
ties more likely to ensure support than kinship? If political interests were 
more important than social obligations, what kind of interests are we 
dealing with? I would argue that the practice whereby kings and other 
medieval political actors fled in search of resources with which to defeat 
their enemies at home provides us with a promising opportunity to study 
the dynamic use of socio-political resources. It also gives us the chance 
to investigate how this practice functioned across the Nordic region as a 
whole, and to what extent this region can be said to have been socially 
and politically integrated.

When using terms like “exile” and “abroad,” we do, however, face 
the risk of accepting certain premises about how we should understand 
medieval society and political culture. Firstly, the terms seem to imply 
the existence of clearly delineated kingdoms with obvious borders for 
political actors to cross. This is almost certainly anachronistic, as we are 
dealing with a period in which lordship over land and people was contin-
ually contested and overlapping. Secondly, to the modern reader, “exile” 
can easily be associated with something out of the ordinary, an extreme, 
perhaps with connotations of the exiled governments of the twentieth 
century. In the Middle Ages, on the other hand, seeking aid from distant 
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friends or kinsmen seems to have been well within the realm of ordinary 
political practice.

If the basic terms used to describe the subject of this chapter are poten-
tially so misleading, how should we begin to conceptualize it? A good 
start might be to think in terms of dynastic, rather than state, politics. 
Thus, if a Danish political actor seeks help from a relative in Germany, 
we should understand it as an example of that actor using his dynastic 
network, which could stretch all across northern Europe and beyond, 
rather than as something that involves crossing national or regional bor-
ders. The advantage of such an approach is that we integrate the practice 
of so-called exile into an understanding of political culture based on net-
works and personal relationships rather than on states and institutions. 
The problem is that it does not capture what we might call the geographi-
cal aspect of studying exile, in that it does not distinguish between tak-
ing advantage of networks “at home” and networks that were farther 
away. To incorporate this aspect, while avoiding using nationally infused 
terminology, it is perhaps most effective to think in terms of political 
actors taking advantage of near and distant networks or bonds. We can 
also apply this terminology to the instances where there was no appar-
ent pre-existing relationship between the political actors and those from 
whom they sought help. We shall see that in these cases new bonds were 
created, which in turn can be classified as belonging somewhere on the 
scale between near and distant.

The language we use to describe political interactions in the Middle 
Ages is infused with modern connotations, and it is easy to get tied up in 
knots trying to escape a terminology that is to some extent inescapable. 
So while I shall keep on using the term “exile,” it should be understood 
that I am applying it to a culture that lacks both well-established insti-
tutions and clear frontiers between polities. We should therefore think 
of political exiles in the Middle Ages as refugees who used their social 
resources to get their hands on military or economic resources in hopes 
of returning, rather than as refugees in the modern sense, fundamentally 
removed from their political homeland. For medieval political actors, 
exile is a continuation of politics, in which they sometimes use their 
dynastic networks, and sometimes not. Sometimes they take action far 
away from their political centre, and other times this takes place much 
closer to home. The crucial point is that exile is very much a part of 
the political culture of medieval Nordic elites, and displaced kings and 
magnates operated within the framework of that culture. They used and 
established personal networks that were not contained by regnal bounda-
ries, for the purpose of getting an upper hand in dynastic power struggles. 
This practice, and what it can tell us about the socio-political resources of 
the Nordic elites, is the subject of this chapter.

For our purposes, no case study is better than that of King Knud V 
Magnussen of Denmark (r. 1146–57). Knud was one of the pretenders 
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to the Danish throne who sprang up after the abdication of Erik III Lam 
(“the Lamb,” r. 1137–46), and his career is very interesting, in par-
ticular because of his exile from 1151 to 1152. During this time, Knud 
tried and repeatedly failed to procure aid from outside of Denmark with 
which to defeat his rival for the throne, Svend III Grathe (r. 1146–57). 
Knud tried to take advantage of several different social bonds, includ-
ing kinship, marital ties, and lordship; and he also sought help from 
princes, both secular and ecclesiastical, with whom he had no previous 
relationship. Looking at the different outcomes of Knud’s attempts can 
therefore tell us something about how these relationships functioned in 
relation to the practice of giving economic and military aid to political 
refugees.

Knud Magnussen is also interesting because the account of his exile 
comes down to us in several different sources. The most important is of 
course Saxo Grammaticus’s chronicle, Gesta Danorum, but Knud also 
figures prominently in Helmold of Bosau’s Chronica Slavorum, and there 
is a somewhat later account in Knýtlinga saga. We also have a letter writ-
ten by Knud to the German king Conrad III in 1151, in which he asks for 
help in taking back Denmark. Additionally, there are several very brief 
mentions of Knud’s exile and return in a number of Danish annals. Not 
all these sources are independent of each other, however. Saxo might have 
been aware of Helmold’s work, and the annals build on each other, as 
well as on Saxo.

In this chapter, I will primarily deal with one aspect of Knud’s exile, 
namely the ways in which he tried to obtain economic and military 
resources from foreign patrons. Consequently, I will not go into the cause 
of Knud’s exile in much detail, and I will only briefly deal with his return 
to Denmark. Instead, I want to follow the Danish king on his journey, 
first looking at how he tried to take advantage of his existing social net-
work, before turning to the instances where he more consciously played 
to his hosts’ interests.

The Unreliability of Social Bonds

When King Erik III abdicated the Danish throne without leaving an obvi-
ous heir in 1146, the result was dynastic conflict. According to Saxo, 
Svend, son of King Erik II (r. 1134–37), was elected king in Zealand and 
garnered additional support from Scania. Knud, son of Magnus Nielsen 
and grandson of King Niels (r. 1104–34), was elected in Jutland.2 Knud 
and Svend were the most important players at the beginning of the con-
flict, but in the background lurked Valdemar, son of Duke Knud Lavard, 
whose murder in 1131 had set off the Danish internal conflicts to begin 
with. Saxo writes that Valdemar had little patience for Knud, the son of 
his father’s killer, and thus aligned himself with Svend.3 In the following 
conflict, we hear of a number of battles and encounters, none of which 
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I will go into in much detail here. The turning point came in 1151, when 
Knud was decisively defeated by Svend in a battle near Viborg in Jutland.

It makes sense that it was Knud’s defeat at Viborg which pushed him 
into exile. A military defeat represented a loss of vital military resources, 
and petitioning other rulers for men or money was a way to compensate 
for such a loss. This point seems obvious, but losses on the battlefield 
were also a considerable drain on political resources. Medieval Scandina-
vian kings ruled through their aristocratic alliances, so when high-status 
allies died or switched sides in the wake of a defeat, it directly harmed a 
king’s ability to amass resources, recruit new men, and continue the fight 
against a rival. Saxo, who recounts Knud’s defeat at Viborg in the most 
detail, makes this connection, as he tells of how many of Knud’s men 
swore allegiance to Svend after the battle.4 This general point is made 
in similar narrative accounts as well, such as the kings’ saga story of the 
great number of followers and magnate allies Harald Gille lost at the 
battle of Fyrileiv in 1134, forcing him to seek the aid of King Erik II in 
Denmark.5 The cause of Knud’s exile is thus both logical, and, as far as 
we can know, quite typical.

Both Saxo and Helmold note that Knud had to go abroad as a result 
of Svend’s military victories, but beyond that the two accounts are very 
different. Prior to chronicling Knud’s exile, Helmold writes that the two 
Danish kings competed for the support of Count Adolf of Holstein, an 
event we find no trace of in Gesta Danorum.6 While interesting as an 
example of political actors finding support abroad, I will not discuss 
Knud’s relationship to Adolf here, as it is not really presented by Helmold 
as a result of exile – although it is no doubt striking that Helmold makes 
no mention of Knud seeking Adolf’s support in his account.

Gesta Danorum and Chronica Slavorum also differ in their descrip-
tions of where Knud travelled. According to Helmold, the king was 
first taken in by Hartwig, the archbishop of Hamburg-Bremen, while in 
Saxo’s version of events Hartwig comes in somewhat later. Saxo claims 
that Knud first fled to Sweden, where his mother, Rikissa of Poland, was 
married to King Sverker.7 According to the Danish historian John Lind, 
the marriage alliance was a result of Rikissa’s wanting to ensure her son 
a Scandinavian power base outside of Denmark.8 Here we have the first 
instance of the exiled Knud trying to take advantage of a social bond, and 
the question, then, is how strong this bond was. Could Knud count on 
his stepfather when he was forced to leave Denmark, as his mother had 
perhaps hoped?

The answer we get from Gesta Danorum is a resounding no; “Despite 
Cnut’s being initially welcome to his stepfather in Sweden, after a short 
time he began to be considered a burden, with the result that he had to 
put up for sale all the estates he had owned in that region to provide 
himself with food” (At Kanutus apud Suetiam primum uitrico optatu, 
mox onustus haberi coepit, ita ut pro comparandis alimentis, quicquid 
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illic prędiorum possederat, uenditaret).9 Sick of the mistreatment, Knud 
eventually bought a boat and set sail for Poland, home to his mother’s 
kin. Thus, the relationship between stepfather and son is depicted not 
only as one where support is absent, but even as actively hostile. If the 
Swedish king was unwilling to provide his stepson with food, it seems 
highly unlikely that he would provide him with money or soldiers. How 
do we explain this hostility?

Saxo’s own explanation is clearly unsatisfactory, as he simply claims 
of the Swedes that “[t]here is no race readier to take in outcasts, and 
none that rejects them more easily” (Neque enim ulla gens exules aut 
promptius recipit aut facilius respuit).10 Knýtlinga saga can perhaps pro-
vide us with a more nuanced way of understanding Knud’s exile in Swe-
den. Unlike Saxo, the anonymous author of the saga does not mention 
that Knud owned any property in Sweden. Instead, he writes that King 
Sverker offered to grant his stepson land in Sweden in return for Knud’s 
right to the Danish throne. Knud supposedly refused and had to leave.11 
While this explanation could have something to it, it seems far-fetched 
to believe that Knud could transfer his claim to the Danish throne to his 
stepfather, and we have to keep in mind that Knýtlinga saga was written 
considerably later than the other sources we have for the civil wars of the 
twelfth century.

The best way to understand the fraught relationship between Knud and 
Sverker might be to look to Knud’s lineage. His grandmother,  Margrete 
Fredkulla, was the daughter of the Swedish king Inge Stenkilsson, mak-
ing Knud a direct descendant of a Swedish monarch. Furthermore, his 
father, Magnus Nielsen, had been elected king of Götaland in the 1120s. 
It is therefore not unlikely that Knud was perceived to have a legitimate 
claim to the Swedish throne, which would have made him a serious threat 
to Sverker. Thus, I think Saxo’s version of Knud’s exile in Sweden is an 
example of political self-interest trumping social obligation. According 
to the Danish chronicler, dynastic security was more important to King 
Sverker than supporting his stepson.

This dynamic would repeat itself when Knud left Sweden for Poland. 
Saxo writes that Knud’s Piast relatives “imagined that, reliant on his 
maternal connections, he was aiming at partnership in the kingdom, and, 
although they received him in every other place, they would not let him 
be admitted to any fortified locations” (Quem illi maternę rei nomine 
regni consortionem appetere rati cęteris in locis admissum munimentis 
excipere passi non sunt.)12 Here Saxo explicitly expresses the problem 
we saw earlier: Knud is a threat to his relatives because he has a claim to 
their inheritance, and thus they cannot risk helping him. This frustrates 
Saxo, as he clearly perceives the Poles as having obligations towards their 
maternal relative, “to whom they owe charity as a kinsman” (cum pro-
pinquo charitatem deberent).13 In both of these examples, then, we see 
that not only do Knud’s social bonds to foreign rulers fail to help him, 
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they are in fact a disadvantage. Knud’s bonds of kinship entail a right to 
inheritance and a claim to political power that make the Danish royal 
refugee a threat to his hosts.

The Importance of Interests

So far, we have seen how a host’s interests could outweigh their perceived 
social obligations. This leaves us with the question of what kind of inter-
ests we are dealing with. What role did they play, and how could a refu-
gee like Knud use the political interests of a host to his advantage? Again, 
Knud’s exile at the beginning of the 1150s provides us with examples that 
let us explore these problems.

According to Saxo, Knud traveled from Poland to the duke of Saxony, 
Henry the Lion. The Danish chronicler’s account of this meeting is very 
short, simply noting that Knud “had less luck with him than he had 
hoped” (apud quem minorem spe sua fortunam).14 We do not get any 
explanation for why the duke would not be welcoming or supportive 
towards Knud, but we can make some assumptions. Henry often shows 
up in Gesta Danorum as a prince whose support has to be bought,15 
and his biographer Karl Jordan writes that “He made use of his wealth 
to achieve political ends, and did his best to increase it by exacting a 
financial price for political or military aid.”16 It is therefore not unlikely 
that in exile, Knud simply did not have the necessary resources to recruit 
Henry the Lion to his cause.17 Here, then, we see one way in which inter-
ests played a role when political actors sought refuge abroad: Their hosts 
might demand compensation, economic or otherwise, in return for politi-
cal support. Another prominent example of this is King Valdemar I the 
Great, who, according to Fagrskinna and Heimskringla, demanded con-
trol of the region of Viken in return for helping the exiled Norwegian 
magnate Erling Skakke and his son, King Magnus V.18

Following his short visit to Duke Henry, Knud is supposed to have 
sought out the archbishop of Hamburg-Bremen, and it is at this point 
Helmold finally joins in the narrative. Unfortunately he does not go 
into much detail, simply noting that Knud was forced into exile with 
Archbishop Hartwig in Saxony due to King Svend’s “repeated victories” 
(crebris victoriis).19 Nonetheless, the fact that we have two independent 
accounts of Knud’s interaction with Hartwig does make the event more 
credible than the previous stops on Knud’s journey, where we have only 
Saxo to rely on.

As far as we are aware, there was no social bond between the Danish 
king and the German archbishop. If there was no such bond, what did 
Knud have going for him? What leverage could he use to obtain military 
or economic aid? Saxo’s answer to this is unusually clear. Hartwig was, 
he writes, “a person hostile to the Danes, owing to their removal, long 
before, from the jurisdiction of his archiepiscopate” (iampridem Danis 
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iurisdictioni sue exemptis infensum).20 The archbishops of Hamburg-
Bremen had for a long time held authority over the church in the Nordic 
kingdoms and the Western Isles, but this changed when the archbishopric 
of Lund was established in 1104. The Danish historian Carsten Breen-
gaard has argued that it was crucial for the German archbishops to regain 
jurisdiction in the North if Hamburg-Bremen was to hold onto its status 
as an archiepiscopal see,21 and Saxo gives us the impression that Hartwig 
wanted to achieve this by helping Knud take the Danish throne. In other 
words, Knud and Hartwig shared political interests. Knud could offer 
the promise that, as king, he would reinstate the primacy of Hamburg- 
Bremen, and in return, Hartwig could offer Knud what he needed the 
most: economic and military resources with which to defeat Svend. On 
this occasion, Saxo’s account agrees with Helmold’s, and we read that 
Hartwig lent Knud resources which the Danish king used to stage an 
invasion of Jutland.22 Thus, it seems that Knud’s first success as a politi-
cal refugee, his first successful attempt at procuring military and financial 
aid abroad, came when he sought shelter with a man with whom he had 
no previous relationship, no established social bond. Instead, the two 
shared political interests, and this looks like the determining factor in 
their relationship.

Lone Liljefalk and Stefan Pajung have offered a different interpretation 
of the relationship between Knud and Archbishop Hartwig in a recent 
article where they discuss Helmold of Bosau as a source for Danish his-
tory. They argue that Hartwig’s support for Knud was not related to 
ecclesiastical jurisdiction, but rather came because of a conflict between 
the archbishop and Duke Henry the Lion. The two had long been in 
conflict over the appointment of bishops, in addition to some land Henry 
had allegedly confiscated from Hartwig’s family.23 While I would argue 
that in Saxo’s interpretation it seems clearer what the archbishop would 
stand to gain from investing resources in a Danish royal refugee, Pajung 
and Liljefalk’s perspective is certainly a conceivable alternative. Irrespec-
tive of what interpretation we choose to rely on, however, the account 
of refuge in and support from abroad stays the same: Knud and Hartwig 
came together because they both had something to offer each other, not 
because they had a personal relationship which obligated them to. Not 
only that, we also get a first hint of how interests and bonds interact, and 
how interest can form the basis for new bonds. That Knud and Hartwig 
needed each other caused both of their networks to expand. New rela-
tionships were made by political necessity. This dynamic became even 
more apparent as Knud continued his journey.

Knud’s German invasion of Denmark does not seem to have gone 
according to plan. Saxo offers an extensive description of the ensuing bat-
tle between the two Danish kings, which Knud supposedly lost, despite 
the best efforts of his German cavalry.24 The chronicler goes on to write 
that after this defeat Knud returned to Saxony, and if Saxo’s chronology 
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is roughly in order it must have been at this point that he sent a letter 
to the German king Conrad III asking for assistance. Interestingly, the 
letter is not recorded in any narrative sources, but it has survived, and 
tells of a third way in which refugees could play to a foreign patron’s 
interest in order to obtain his support. In the letter, Knud addresses the 
German king as emperor (Romanorum imperatori augusto) and king of 
kings (rex regum), even though Conrad was never crowned as such. He 
also describes himself as a child, while Conrad is a just father (pater ius-
ticie). It seems clear that what Knud is doing in the letter is putting him-
self in an inferior position to the German ruler,25 but for what purpose? 
The answer comes further down, where Knud laments how he has been 
robbed of his kingdom and his patrimony. Because of this, he continues, 
he has sought refuge in the Roman Empire, in the hope that he will find 
counsel and support (consilium et auxilium). Knud asks Conrad to help 
him by lending him his “sharp sword” (gladii uestri seueritate), so that he 
can win back what has been taken from him. Knud, in short, is asking for 
military aid. In return, we read, he will always obey the German king’s 
instruction (precepta).26

Here we see Knud playing to Conrad’s interests by taking a clearly 
subordinate position in relation to him. If Conrad was willing to help, 
Knud was offering the future loyalty of a Danish king and by extension 
the Danish kingdom. This is interesting because it reveals a kind of inter-
section between the two aspects of political exile we have been looking 
at so far: obligations to social relationships on the one hand and politi-
cal self-interest on the other. Knud was attempting to establish a social 
relation, a bond of lordship, between himself and King Conrad, and it 
seems like he was doing so for two reasons. Firstly, it would create a kind 
of obligation on Conrad’s part to protect his vassal, to help him regain 
his kingdom and his patrimony. Secondly, it would increase the German 
ruler’s power and prestige, thus serving not only Knud’s interests but 
Conrad’s as well. In short, with his letter Knud is trying to establish what 
we might call a bond of shared political interest by establishing a bond 
of lordship. Again, there are striking similarities between Knud’s political 
strategy and that of other members of the Scandinavian elite, suggesting 
that Knud’s behaviour should be understood as a well-established part 
of medieval political culture. A couple of decades after Knud’s exile, a 
conflict raged between the Norwegian magnate and regent Erling Skakke 
and the Danish king Valdemar I over control of the region of Viken, 
around the Oslo fjord. The conflict was finally settled in 1170, when it 
was agreed that Erling would rule Viken as Valdemar’s earl and vassal.27 
In return, this relationship ensured Danish political support not only for 
Erling himself, but also for his son and grandsons.28

Thus, we see how social relationships are built on political interests, 
and that these social relationships in turn are used for political gain. 
Knud, Erling, and other kings and magnates like them, establish bonds 
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because it is in their interest to do so. Networks thus grow naturally out 
of competition for power and influence, and interests in such conflicts are 
expressed through social relationships. Where there are no bonds, they 
are created.

The Aftermath

The attempt to involve Conrad in the Danish civil war proved unsuccess-
ful. The reason was most likely that King Svend sent a very similar letter 
to the German ruler, perhaps as a direct response to Knud’s.29 Svend used 
the same kind of politically and symbolically charged language as his 
rival, with the crucial difference being that Svend did not ask for Con-
rad’s intervention. To the contrary, he wanted him to stay out of Danish 
affairs.30 Svend also had the advantage of having a personal relationship 
with Conrad, as he had supposedly served in his retinue.31 Conrad’s deci-
sion on whom to support must therefore have been quite easy, as there 
was really nothing new Knud could offer. The German king already had 
a kind of vassal on the Danish throne, and there was no good reason to 
spend valuable resources replacing him.

What followed was the Diet of Merseburg, an assembly in the German 
Empire attended by both Knud and Svend, and covered not only by Saxo 
and Helmold’s chronicles and Knýtlinga saga, but also by Bishop Otto of 
Freising’s Gesta Friderici Imperatoris.32 These narratives differ somewhat 
in their portrayals of the assembly, but on the general points they are in 
concord. At the Diet it was decided, probably by some of the leading men 
of the German realm with the understanding of King Frederick Barba-
rossa,33 that Knud would renounce his claim to the throne and recognize 
Svend as his king and overlord, and in return he would receive land in 
Denmark.34 Then, in rituals which are vividly described by Otto of Freis-
ing and notably ignored by Saxo, Svend, now sole king of Denmark, paid 
homage to Frederick Barbarossa.35

After his long exile and several unsuccessful attempts to return to Den-
mark by force, the Diet of Merseburg proved to be Knud’s ticket home. 
While it would be interesting to try to track how Knud was able to re-
establish his network and regain his resources when he came back to 
Denmark, the sources make this difficult. Saxo is the only author with 
any interest in the aftermath of Merseburg, and even he is relatively 
brief. We hear that upon Knud’s return, Svend did not want to honour 
his agreement with Knud. Instead of giving Knud control over Zealand, 
Svend handed over smaller fiefs (beneficia) in Jutland, Zealand, and Sca-
nia, in the belief that this would leave Knud in a weaker position.36 We 
should be careful about accepting this account, however, as it is in part 
Svend’s unwillingness to keep to his word that legitimizes Valdemar, one 
of the heroes of Saxo’s story, in his decision to abandon Svend and ally 
with Knud. This alliance must be considered as one of the high points of 
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Knud’s political career, but it is doubtful whether it has any connection 
to Knud’s exile or the Diet of Merseburg, as it was allegedly established 
a couple of years after these events.37

We do, however, get some hints elsewhere in the sources as to how 
Knud might have re-established a network – specifically, in Saxo’s account 
of the invasion of Jutland, when he was helped by Archbishop Hartwig 
of Hamburg-Bremen, as discussed earlier. We have seen that when Knud 
fled Denmark after the battle of Viborg in 1151, many of his followers 
supposedly switched sides and joined Svend.38 Saxo writes that prior to 
his invasion, Knud “sent a secret mission to test the loyalty of his soldiers 
back home.” He goes on, “The reply came that they would all be pre-
pared to switch to his side at a moment’s notice and would transfer the 
fealty given to Sven back to their former lord” (domesticorum militum 
fidem tacita legatione pertentat. Responsum est omnes ad eum ocissime 
transituros, datamque Suenoni fidem pristina mutaturos.)39 Saxo does 
not give us much of an explanation as to why this was so, but we do get 
the sense that Knud’s ability to re-establish a political network in Den-
mark largely depended on the resources he could assemble. It seems likely 
that what compelled Knud’s original followers to rejoin him was not sim-
ply sentimental loyalty, although that certainly could have played a part, 
but more importantly the fact that the king was returning with a Saxon 
army. The perception that he had a winning hand, new and substantial 
political resources, must have helped Knud reconstruct his network.40 
We are reminded of Sverre Bagge’s now-famous description of medieval 
political culture: “nothing succeeds like success.”41

If we apply these conclusions to Knud’s situation in 1152, it is not 
unlikely that his newfound control of land in Denmark gave him the 
opportunity to reconnect with old friends and clients, as well as to estab-
lish new alliances. Property was a tangible economic resource which 
could be translated into political capital, arguably with greater ease than 
the invasions Knud had attempted to leverage during his exile. However 
we choose to interpret the aftermath of Knud’s exile, we are faced with 
what seems to be the historical reality that following the Diet of Merse-
burg in 1152, Knud re-established himself as a viable candidate for the 
Danish throne, and a couple of years later it was Svend, not Knud, who 
had to seek refuge in Germany.42 It is unclear how Knud was able to 
regain his network and his power base; what seems certain is that he did.

Knud’s career came to an abrupt end in 1157, when he, Valdemar, and 
Svend met at Roskilde, following Svend’s three-year exile in Germany 
and repeated attempts to come home at the head of an army. The pur-
pose of the meeting was to celebrate that a settlement had been reached 
between the three, but it ended in a bloodbath when Svend, according to 
the official version of the story, attempted to murder his two colleagues. 
Valdemar got away, and would eventually defeat and kill Svend at the 
battle of Grathe Heath, rule until 1182, and establish a dynasty. Knud 
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was not able to make such a mark on history. He was killed at the feast 
in Roskilde.

Conclusion

Knud cannot be considered a particularly successful refugee. All but one 
of his attempts to procure economic and military aid abroad proved 
to be dead ends, and when he eventually got his hands on an army, he 
squandered it. However, it is by no means only the successful attempts 
at procuring support abroad which can tell us something useful about 
the practice. So what do our sources’ portrayals of Knud’s troublesome 
exile tell us about the interplay between obligations and interests in the 
interactions between twelfth-century political refugees and their hosts?

We are clearly dealing with a political culture in which the bonds estab-
lished between people by blood, marriage, or lordship carry great signifi-
cance. If they did not, there would be no reason for Saxo to emphasize 
Knud’s hope of getting support from his Swedish and Polish relatives, and 
certainly no reason to lament when he was unsuccessful. Pre-established 
social bonds, then, were a central feature of medieval elite exile, seem-
ingly able to determine where a refugee could and would seek support. 
This insight is neither new nor especially revealing, as the limited schol-
arship on the interconnected networks of the Scandinavian elites of the 
Middle Ages has emphasized precisely these bonds. Too often, however, 
they are taken either as proof of political integration,43 or as equivalent to 
political alliances.44 Knud’s fate reveals a more complex picture.

Knud’s exile forces us to take the point of view of a host housing a 
refugee like Knud, and thus consider how obligations to social relations 
like kinsmen and in-laws could be in conflict with one’s own interests. 
Refugees could pose a serious threat to their hosts’ political and eco-
nomic resources, precisely because they were part of interconnected elite 
networks which could entitle them to inheritance, or perhaps even a 
throne. A social bond, then, was a double-edged sword. Again and again 
we see how Knud’s attempts at procuring aid fail when he is relying on 
social bonds to a host whose interests are in conflict with his own. It is 
significant that in the one instance where Knud does in fact receive mate-
rial support, he has no previously established social relationship with his 
patron, Hartwig; and it is obvious how the archbishop stands to gain 
from being generous.

So is it all about interests? Do the social relationships so carefully 
emphasized by the sources carry no practical significance? Here too, we 
run the risk of oversimplifying. Instead of interests making social bonds 
irrelevant, we should think of personal relationships as mediums through 
which interests operated and were articulated. Where there are no bonds 
between political actors who share interests in the moment, such a bond 
can be created, as Knud attempted to do in his appeal to the German 
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king Conrad III. Thus, a social bond can be a bearer of the interests of 
the individuals connected by that bond. As a case study, then, King Knud 
V of Denmark serves to underline the complexity of the Nordic elites 
and their use of social resources. His career reveals how important inter-
ests were, but also shows that these interests were constituted in bonds 
between people, bonds of marriage, friendship, and lordship.
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15 Social Power and 
Conversion of Capital
Sune Ebbesen of Zealand

Kim Esmark

In a recent discussion of sociologist Michael Mann’s typology of sources 
of social power and its relevance in a medieval context, Arnoud-Jan Bijs-
terveld proposes to complement Mann’s notions of economic, ideologi-
cal, military, and political power with a category called “social power in 
the narrow sense.”1 By constructing this category – pointing specifically 
to “the ability to establish and control social networks of mutually oblig-
ing relations through social mechanisms”2 (i.e., gift exchange, marriage, 
dispute settlement, etc.) – Bijsterveld aims to highlight the fact that in 
medieval society, networks of social relations were the key to all other 
power assets. Without social power it was impossible to work and pro-
tect landed resources and control distribution of goods (economic power, 
the focus of volume 1 in this series), to form cultural meaning and shape 
public opinion (ideological power, the subject of volume 3), to mobilize 
armed forces on the basis of service and dependence (military power), or 
to command institutionalized means of regulation and coercion (politi-
cal power). Applying the terminology of another sociologist, Pierre 
Bourdieu, “social power” may thus be seen as the basic binding material 
that enabled medieval elites to realize, integrate, or convert various forms 
of economic, political, symbolic, and other forms of capital.3

The sources for Danish medieval history only permit sporadic recon-
struction of specific elite networks. While it is possible to discern some 
general patterns, only a few individuals (or groups of individuals) outside 
the royal families have left sufficient traces to provide a detailed impres-
sion of the actual workings of social power. One rare example is Sune 
Ebbesen (c. 1125?–86), a wealthy landowner, war leader, and trusted 
friend of three successive kings. Sune Ebbesen figures in charters and 
donation records; he has a prominent place in Saxo’s Gesta Danorum 
(commissioned by Sune’s cousin, Archbishop Absalon); and his name and 
fame were so great that his death was recorded in monastic annals – at 
that time an exceptional sign of honor for a layman.4

Sune Ebbesen operated in the twelfth century, a period during which the 
structure and Spielregeln, “rules of the game,” of the power field under-
went perceptible changes. Agrarian and commercial growth, sharpening 
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of social boundaries, dynastic feuding, Church reform, centralization of 
authority, incipient clericalization of courts and law, and new cultural 
attributes all combined to open up new ways for elites to create, acquire, 
and employ social power. Speaking once again in sociological terms, the 
period saw an increasing differentiation as well as concentration of the 
forms of capital that structured positions and hierarchies among society’s 
dominant groups.

How, then, did individual members of the elite in Denmark navigate 
those processes of transformation that were at once the context for and 
the outcome of their actions and strategies? How was social power pro-
duced and applied in the competition for status and resources? And how 
did traditional assets and practices translate into new forms of capital? 
These are the questions that will guide the following review of Sune 
Ebbesen’s trajectory in the twelfth-century field of power.

Family and Inherited Capital

Sune Ebbesen was born – most likely sometime in the 1120s – into an 
important family, which was based in western Zealand between Ring-
sted and the lakes of Sorø and is referred to by modern historians as the 
“Hvide family” or “Skjalm clan.”5 As a member of this kin group he 
inherited not only landed wealth, but also fame and a tightly knit net-
work of cognates and friends which extended to the royal family.

Sune’s grandfather, Skjalm Hvide (d. c. 1113), was a prominent war 
leader under King Erik I the Good (r. 1095–1103), who entrusted him 
with the regional leadership of Zealand and the newly conquered island 
of Rügen.6 According to Saxo, Skjalm succeeded in persuading the entire 
fleet of Zealand to follow him on a private campaign of revenge.7 Sune’s 
father, Ebbe, was one of Skjalm’s five children. Ebbe resided with his wife 
Ragnhild, Sune’s mother, at the manorial complex of Bjernede, but also 
held substantial possessions in northeastern Zealand, including the mas-
sive tower of Bastrup.8 Sune himself grew up at Bjernede with two broth-
ers and a sister. Less than five kilometers from Bjernede lay the manor of 
Fjenneslev, Skjalm’s burial place and the home of Sune’s paternal uncle 
Asser Rig. Two other uncles, Toke and Sune, resided in the same area, 
as did Sune’s aunt Cecilia, who was married to Peter Torstensen, lord of 
Pedersborg Castle just north of Sorø Lake.9

Within this local family network Sune developed a particularly close 
relationship with Asser’s sons, Absalon and Esbern Snare. The durabil-
ity of this family tie is attested by the three cousins’ later socio-political 
cooperation. A perhaps more sentimental expression of their lifelong 
bond is the mention in Absalon’s will, drawn up shortly before his death 
in 1201, of a silver cup, once presented as a gift from Sune to Absalon 
and now bequeathed to Sune’s son Anders, who came to succeed Absalon 
at the archepiscopal seat in Lund.10
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During Sune’s youth, prominent kin-groups in Zealand started to build 
family monasteries, Hausklöster. Land, farms, and watermills were con-
verted into altars, prayers, and commemoration. To the south, the mighty 
Peder Bodilsen and his brothers founded an abbey in Næstved in 1135, 
while a donation from the king made the church of Ringsted into a royal 
cult center. Esrum Abbey in northern Zealand, established in the 1140s 
by Archbishop Eskil of the Trugund family, was probably also intended 
to be a Hauskloster. In the late 1140s the young Sune Ebbesen saw his 
father and uncles follow suit with the erection of a small Benedictine 
house on the island of Sorø – a testimony to the solidarity and aspira-
tions of the family, even if the endowment did not compare to those of 
Næstved, Ringsted, or Esrum.11

In this period the power of the Skjalm clan was probably overshad-
owed by the Trugund faction, holders of the metropolitan see of Lund 
from 1103 to 1177, and by the Bodil family, headed by the previously 
mentioned Peder Bodilsen, who is said to have held particular authority 
among the Zealanders,12 and who in 1137 singlehandedly decided the 
elections of the two most important bishoprics of the realm.13

In terms of social power or capital the Skjalm group’s prime asset was 
its link to Erik the Good’s branch of the royal line. Around 1100 King 
Erik had placed his son and heir, Knud Lavard, in Skjalm’s custody,14 and 
this bond of fosterage continued in the succeeding generation as Knud 
Lavard’s son Valdemar (1131–82) spent at least some of his childhood 
years in the household of Fjenneslev with Sune’s cousins Absalon and 
Esbern Snare.15 Sune (and his father Ebbe before him) evidently shared 
these bonds with a line of potential royal claimants. The relationship 
would prove decisive for Sune during the dynastic wars, which came to 

Figure 15.1 Selective genealogy of descendants of Skjalm Hvide.
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involve his father and uncles right from their outbreak in 1131 and out-
last his own entrance into the power field.

Bellum sociale, 1131–57: Loyalty, Defection,  
and New Deals

The dynastic wars began after years of increasing tension between com-
peting candidates for the throne and their crisscrossing magnate net-
works. Skjalm Hvide’s foster son Knud Lavard was suspected of aspiring 
to kingship and was killed in an ambush by his cousin Magnus, son and 
heir to the aging King Niels.16 The assassination was obviously a tremen-
dous blow to the prospects of Knud Lavards’s foster brothers, who, as 
Saxo observed, had been very close to Knud through their upbringing 
together.17 They called for revenge and rallied with other Zealand mag-
nates behind Knud Lavard’s half-brother Erik to start a rebellion.

We will not dwell upon the histoire événementielle of the wars that 
followed, but in the course of twenty-odd years various members of 
the royal lineage, backed up – or prompted – by shifting constella-
tions of magnates, fought each other in a series of interrelated feuds.18 
The strife continued with varying intensity, occasionally interrupted 
by negotiations and periods of temporary peace or interstice. As the 
conflict wore on, rival parties sought to mobilize members of their 
existing networks – kinsmen, friends, patrons, and clients, at home 
and abroad – while also trying to build new relationships through 
gift-giving and marriage. Loyalties were tested, the prospects of each 
alliance evaluated. Loosely knit groups gained coherence, while other, 
supposedly close-bound factions split under pressure. Lords strove to 
identify potential defectors and worked to lure their rivals’ supporters 
into their own camps, while lesser men and dependents, often cleverly 
investing in multiple loyalties, attempted to anticipate the rise and fall 
of those on top. Important people were killed, leaving positions to be 
occupied by new men. Land was confiscated and redistributed, strong-
holds built and/or destroyed, local social landscapes were changed, and 
regional power balances were transformed. It was these struggles that 
made Sune Ebbesen.

Initially, the fighting did not do much to alter the position of the Skjalm 
clan. Sune’s father and uncles invested heavily in mobilizing support for 
Erik’s revenge feud, but when Erik won the crown at the battle of Hamar 
(Fodevig) in 1134, where most of the Danish bishops were slain, they did 
not receive any of the vacant sees. Three years later Erik (now known 
as King Erik II Emune, “the Unforgettable”) was killed by one of his 
own retainers at a public assembly. He was succeeded by Knud Lavard’s 
nephew Erik III Lam (“the Lamb”), who spent years fighting his rebel-
lious cousin Oluf, and once again there is no evidence of any particular 
gain for the Skjalm group.
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Erik the Lamb’s abdication in 1146 created an opportunity for a fresh 
generation of contenders. Knud, son of Knud Lavard’s murderer Mag-
nus, was elected king by the magnates of Jutland. In the provinces of 
Zealand and Scania the leading men opted for Svend, son of Erik II and 
nephew of Knud Lavard, and had him acclaimed by the provincial assem-
blies. War soon resumed, and Svend quickly emerged as the stronger of 
the two kings. After the battle of Viborg in 1151, Knud saw his men 
swear allegiance to Svend and, before being finished off completely, he 
went into exile.19

Young Valdemar, son of Knud Lavard and foster child of Sune’s uncle 
Asser Rig, was a natural ally of King Svend, and so was the Skjalm clan. 
Sune’s father Ebbe in particular ranked among Svend’s most loyal and 
trusted men. Saxo tells us that Svend was completely dependent on 
Ebbe’s judgment in both public and private affairs.20 Other identifiable 
magnates close to King Svend were the Jutlandic magnate Ulf of Ribe and 
Peder Torstensen, husband of Sune’s aunt Cecilia.21

Sune himself reached manhood around this time and must have been 
part of Svend’s retinue as well. When his father died in 1151, at the height 
of Svend’s power, and was buried at the newly founded family sepulcher 
at Sorø, Sune may have hoped to inherit Ebbe’s position. According to 
Saxo the news of Ebbe’s death absolutely shocked Svend,22 but the king 
does not seem to have had the same confidence in his friend’s son, choos-
ing instead to rely on Peder Torstensen, Ulf of Ribe, and other men.23 It 
is even possible that Svend took back some of the lands that Ebbe had 
been awarded and thus deprived Sune of the means to sustain his own 

Figure 15.2 Selective genealogy of the royal kindred.
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retinue – Sune later complained that his paternal estate had been taken 
from him.24

At Pentecost in 1152, Svend, Knud, and Valdemar gathered before the 
German king (later emperor) Frederick Barbarossa, Denmark’s feudal 
overlord, at the Diet of Merseburg in order to negotiate a peace settle-
ment. Svend’s kingship was confirmed, Knud renounced his claim and 
contented himself with receiving the province of Zealand (although he 
ended up having to settle for scattered beneficiae in all three provinces), 
while Valdemar was acknowledged as duke of Schleswig. The agreement 
did not provide lasting peace, however, but rather prepared the way for 
new maneuvering. Having returned from exile, Knud somehow managed 
to rebuild a power base and soon initiated a process of rapprochement 
with Valdemar, who had gradually positioned himself as a sort of middle-
man and now cooperated with the son of his father’s murderer.25 The shift 
of alliance was sealed in 1154 when Valdemar, supposedly on the counsel 
of his own men, arranged to marry Knud’s sister Sofia.26 The two former 
enemies agreed on a dowry of no less than one-third of Knud’s patrimony 
“as warrant of friendship and concord,”27 and soon had themselves pro-
claimed co-kings at an assembly in Jutland.

This alliance evidently threatened Svend’s position. It also provided 
an opportunity for Sune to reconsider his own options. The situation 
was not uncomplicated, and not everybody related to the Skjalm net-
work followed the same course. The mighty Peder Torstensen, husband 
of Sune’s aunt Cecilia, stayed loyal to King Svend, but as foster father of 
Valdemar’s bastard child he maintained ties to both sides.28 In the end 
Sune made the decisive choice to join his cousins’ royal foster brother and 
leave Svend’s camp.29 His ousting from the king’s inner circle had left him 
with few prospects there anyway. Perhaps the Skjalm network had even 
co-orchestrated Valdemar’s move from the start?30

Sune’s defection is vividly recounted by Saxo. Feeling his position pro-
gressively undermined, King Svend gathered his men in Odense before 
the relics of the saintly King Knud IV, who had been martyred in 1086 by 
revolting nobles and peasants and subsequently canonized – a powerful 
symbol of royal legitimacy and God’s criminalization of rebellion.31 Svend 
then ordered his men to confirm their loyalty to him on these holy bones. 
Sune, however, refused to perform the oath and walked out. The others 
tried to call him back and Svend even promised to restore his lands, but 
Sune was determined to retract his loyalty. Invoking cultural notions of 
good/bad lordship and obligations towards family, friends, and shared 
history, he pointed to the king’s wrongdoings and to the bonds of his own 
father and grandfather which connected him to Valdemar.32

Svend’s popularity was probably already waning when he lost the sup-
port of Valdemar, Sune, and their faction. According to the Saxon chroni-
cler Helmold of Bosau, it was precisely when Knud realized that people 
had started to grumble about their king that he decided to approach 
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Valdemar.33 After Merseburg, Saxo claims, Svend had become greedy and 
unjust. To demonstrate his power the king supplanted renowned nobles 
with lower-born upstarts and neglected to reward those who had helped 
him to secure his kingship, he introduced foreign courtly culture in the 
royal halls – paid for by rising taxes – and he interfered with local juris-
diction and treated the public assemblies with contempt.34

Saxo’s critique of Svend’s regime may reflect actual changes at the royal 
court, but it is first and foremost a justifying narrative, intended to ret-
rospectively officialize Sune’s potentially dishonorable act of defection.35 
In any case, the fractionalization of Svend’s network created a domino 
effect as more and more magnates lost faith in Svend and withdrew their 
loyalty. Without suffering a military defeat, Svend lost his social power, 
his ability to attract and control enough important men to maintain his 
kingship. Considerably weakened, he soon had to leave the country.

In late 1156 the wars came to a finale when Svend returned, aided by 
neighboring princes and local Danish networks. Negotiations were initi-
ated, mediated by lay and ecclesiastical magnates with ties to both sides, 
and a new division of power between the three kings was agreed upon. 
In August 1157 the various parties gathered in Roskilde to celebrate the 
concord, but during the banquet violence broke out and Knud was killed. 
Valdemar, who escaped, quickly married Knud’s sister in order to secure 
the loyalty of those men who had just lost their lord. On 23 October 
the armies of Svend and Valdemar clashed at Grathe Heath in northern 
Jutland. Svend was slain and Valdemar was recognized as sole king of 
Denmark.

Königsnähe, 1157–86: Spoils of War and  
Royal Friendship

The freshly crowned Valdemar was under pressure from Knud’s men, 
who expected him to avenge their deceased lord. The new ruler, however, 
proceeded with discretion. Some of Svend’s close associates, like Ulf of 
Ribe, were executed, but many others were offered a place in the recon-
figured power field. Among them was Sune’s cognate, Peder Torstensen, 
who seems to have merged smoothly into Valdemar’s entourage. A cer-
tain Thorbern, who had been connected to Svend through bonds of fos-
terage, was exiled at first, but then became royal castellan – presumably 
thanks to his bonds to Sune and Absalon.36 Members of the royal kin, 
who might pose a future threat, enjoyed prominent positions during the 
early years of Valdemar’s reign, only to be purged later on.

For Sune and his kinsmen and friends, Valdemar’s victory meant they 
were now able to truly share in the spoils of kingship, and to establish 
themselves as members of the uppermost stratum within the elite. First of 
all, they finally got hold of a high clerical office when Valdemar installed 
his foster brother Absalon as bishop of Roskilde in 1158.37 Absalon had 
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only just returned from his studies in Paris – he may have been the first 
Dane to study there – and quickly made his mark on Valdemar’s reg-
num.38 Sune himself profited enormously from the extensive redistribu-
tion of land that accompanied the shift of power. The paternal estates 
he claimed to have lost after the death of his father were now restored. 
Moreover, like Valdemar’s other supporters, he was granted a consider-
able share of the possessions that were confiscated from the war’s losing 
parties.39 Thus, he gradually grew to become one of the wealthiest land-
owners in the kingdom. Historians have estimated that at his death in 
1186 he left an inheritance of perhaps 50,000 acres of land (c. 200 km2), 
the equivalent of no fewer than 750 farms. The worth of the accompany-
ing movables, valuables, and cash is impossible to calculate.40

Sune may have inherited some of his land from his wife, Cecilia, who 
seems to have died before him,41 and some of it may have been purchased 
with money and goods acquired through plunder. The decades follow-
ing the end of the dynastic wars saw continual Danish military activity 
against the pagan Wends. Sune took a leading role as commander in these 
campaigns along with his cognates Absalon, Esbern Snare, and Peder 
Torstensen. According to Saxo, it was Sune and Esbern Snare who, after 
the conquest of Rügen in 1169, took charge of the ritual destruction of 
Svantevit, the Wendish idol.42 The raids against the Wends took place 
under some kind of crusading umbrella, and after almost three decades 
of strife the campaigns no doubt contributed to internal pacification.43 
Magnates and their retainers and dependents could unite in a just war 
against exterior enemies and earn “booty, cattle, corn and slaves” from 
plunder or from tribute paid in exchange for peace.44

The political power of Sune and his associates gradually increased, and 
they came to be involved in most of the decisions and achievements of 
King Valdemar and his son and successor, King Knud VI (r. 1182–1202). 
Saxo, our main source for the political history of the period, probably 
exaggerates the influence of Skjalm’s descendants – after all, Absalon 
was Saxo’s patron – but royal charters confirm that Sune and Absalon 
belonged to King Valdemar’s entourage right from the start of his reign. 
As attested by these same charters, however, Sune and Absalon shared 
their Königsnähe (lit. “nearness to the king”) with other nobles, whose 
names are mostly passed over by Saxo. The Bodil family, old rivals of the 
Skjalm clan in southern Zealand, also figured at the Valdemarian court.45

The Skjalm group’s fortunes increased when Valdemar’s infant son 
Knud was acclaimed by the army in 1166 and formally crowned four 
years later in Ringsted, and when potential rivals to the throne, allied to 
other magnate networks, came to be eliminated.46 The decisive turning 
point occurred in 1177, when Absalon was made archbishop of Lund 
(ousting the elderly Eskil of the Trugund family) and allowed to keep the 
see of Roskilde. Along with Absalon, the recipient of this most excep-
tional dual-bishopric, Sune, Esbern Snare, and other men from their circle 
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of familiares were awarded lucrative posts as royal officials (umbuths-
men) in the wealthy province of Scania.47 Informal bonds of friendship 
were thus given a more formal, institutionalized shape. In their capacity 
of “public” officials, Sune and his companions inadvertently contributed 
to the centralizing efforts of the regnum. However, as noted by Michael 
Kræmmer, medieval magnates regarded royal and ecclesiastical offices as 
perfectly legitimate sources for private enrichment,48 and Sune and his 
fellow umbuthsmen from Zealand certainly had no objection to impos-
ing harsh taxes and labor duties as well as violating traditional rights. 
Their stern measures spawned resistance among the Scanians, who 
wanted Sune and the others – all “born outside Scania” – removed,49 but 
violent uprisings in 1178–82 were crushed by the combined forces of the 
king and archbishop.50

King Valdemar’s death in May 1182 might have put the position of 
Sune and his cognates at risk. Their position depended on the succes-
sion of Valdemar’s teenaged son Knud, which could not be taken for 
granted despite his formal acclamation and coronation as a boy. If we 
are to believe Saxo, it was Sune who first recognized the potential crisis 
and initiated plans to promote the cause of the young protégé.51 To get a 
grip on the kingdom, says Saxo, it was imperative to act swiftly. On the 
counsel of Sune and his friends, Knud therefore hurried to Jutland imme-
diately after Valdemar’s funeral to have the late king’s knights (milites) 
swear fealty to him.52 In the following years young Knud ruled under the 
strong influence of his father’s circle of advisors. When Sune himself died 
in 1186, his cousin, the archbishop Absalon, and his faction seem to have 
been virtual co-rulers of the kingdom.

Conversion of Capital

Skillful use of social relationships (and the inevitable element of chance) 
had brought Sune immense wealth and power. Economic and political 
capital, however, also translated back into social power, as it meant that 
Sune was able to distribute benefits (land, gifts, positions, privileges) on 
a steadily expanding scale. Regrettably, the sources do not allow us to 
explore the structure of Sune’s household or wider entourage in detail,53 
but he obviously benefitted from a nearly unrivaled capacity to attract 
men and to maintain what must have been a vast network of oath-sworn 
retainers, stewards, clerks, friends, and dependents. As for any lay lord 
of the time, it was this structure of relationships which constituted Sune’s 
essential power base and provided him with the means to operate as a 
member of the elite.

A further look at Sune’s trajectory reveals the workings of conversion 
strategies with regard to two other aspects of elite status: symbolic legiti-
mation and social reproduction. As noted by Max Weber, social elites 
privileged through existing structures of domination are never content 
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to exert power in its naked form. Instead, they wish “to see their posi-
tions transformed from purely factual power relations into a cosmos 
of acquired rights, and to know that they are thus sanctified.”54 In the 
twelfth century such symbolic justification consisted above all in “the 
close association of secular and religious power.”55

Sune Ebbesen is a perfect example in this respect. Around 1170 he 
decided to replace the old wooden manorial church that had been built 
by his parents at the paternal estate in Bjernede with a new, spectacular 
(and costly) round church of made of bricks and granite blocks. The 
peculiar plan of the building in itself served as a manifest display of the 
founder’s elevated status.56 The inscription above the entrance door – 
“Ebbe, son of Skjalm, and his wife Ragnhild constructed a church here, 
which his son Sune later raised in stone in honor of God and St Mary 
and St Laurentius”57 – pointed to the nexus between place, history, family 
lineage, and otherworldly authorities. St Laurentius was one of the most 
popular saints among Danish church builders, and Sune had one of his 
sons named after the martyr. St Mary was of course the special patroness 
of the Cistercians, who at this time were embraced by the Danish elite, 
including Sune’s own kindred. Thus, in 1161, Absalon, Esbern Snare, 
and Sune undertook a fundamental reorganization of the monastery 
founded by their fathers at Sorø. Determined to create a sepultura cogni-
tionis worthy of the family’s newly won fame and fortune, they replaced 
the Benedictine community with monks from the Cistercian order, pulled 
down the old wooden structure to make way for a grand new abbey 
church in Fontenay style, and initiated the expansion of a much richer 
endowment. A wide circle of kinsmen and friends joined the project, 
eager to associate themselves with the cultic center of a family headed 
by men close to the king, and contributed pious gifts of land, watermills, 
forests, and fishing ponds from all over Zealand.58

Sune made considerable grants himself. At some point in the 1170s 
he took a joint vow with his cousins to leave Sorø Abbey one half-lot of 
inheritance when he died (the maximum limit allowed by law for post-
mortem gifts).59 Before that he had already made another joint donation 
with Thorbern, the royal castellan mentioned earlier.60 Sune’s mother 
Ragnhild, his brother Toke, and his sister Gyda all contributed gifts as 
well.61 His aunt Cecilia also wished to make a donation, but the size of 
her grant was restricted by her husband, Peder Torstensen, who once 
again resisted the dominant trend within the network.62

Sune was buried at Sorø Abbey with his wife, Cecilia. Most of the other 
donors would come to rest there too (despite the Cistercian prohibitions 
against lay burials) and have their names memorialized in holy prayer. 
By this time Sorø Abbey was rapidly becoming one of the wealthiest and 
most prestigious religious houses in Denmark, a sacred memoria of the 
status and history of its patrons – or, in sociological terms, a “deposit” of 
their accumulated symbolic capital.63 Moreover, the monastery’s network 
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of benefactors was a living testimony to the Skjalm faction’s zusam-
mengehörigskeitsgefühl, and, hence, to the social power of the group’s 
leading men.64

Elites don’t just worry about legitimacy; they also concern themselves 
with preserving and promoting the standing of the next generation. Sune 
and his wife Cecilia had one daughter and seven sons. Margrete, the 
daughter, married well. Her husband is unknown, but her grandchildren 
include Archbishop Jakob Erlandsen (d. 1274) and other high-ranking 
nobles. As for the sons, five of them followed closely in the footsteps 
of their father, grandfather, and great-grandfather: Ebbe, the firstborn, 
was named after his grandfather (the name being a significant carrier of 
symbolic capital) and seems to have inherited Sune’s position at the royal 
court.65 He died in battle along with his brother Lars in a failed attempt 
to reinstate his son-in-law as king of Sweden.66 Torben was killed in 1198 
on a military expedition in northern Germany and Jens died a few years 
later on a pilgrimage or crusade to Jerusalem, while Jakob, who for years 
ranked among the foremost lay nobles of the realm, lived on until 1246.67

With regard to reproduction strategies, however, it is Sune’s sons Peder 
and Anders who attract attention. In the second half of the twelfth cen-
tury, intellectual capital obtained through formal education was rapidly 
becoming an ever more relevant asset amongst the elite. The educational 
requirements for entering high clerical offices were growing, the king was 
building a proper chancellery on the model of Church bureaucracy, and 
even some lay lords would staff their households with a scribe.68

Access to schooling depended on both money and international con-
nections, and Sune had both. Peder and Anders, both born in the early 
1160s, were taught Latin either by a teacher at home or in Sorø or 
Roskilde.69 Around the age of fifteen they were then dispatched to Paris, 
Europe’s foremost center of learning at the time, probably inspired by 
the example of their cognate Absalon, and certainly with the benefit of 
his contacts within the French intellectual milieu. During his own stay in 
Paris Absalon had formed a friendship with William, regular canon of the 
renowned Abbey of Ste Geneviève. Later, as bishop of Roskilde, Absa-
lon invited William to Denmark, where he became abbot of the Augus-
tinian community at Æbelholt in northern Zealand.70 Absalon had also 
befriended the famous Stephen of Tournai, who was elected abbot of the 
same Ste Geneviève Abbey in 1176. It was thanks to these connections 
that Peder came to study at Ste Geneviève in the 1180s. Extant letters 
show how both William and Stephen involved themselves wholeheart-
edly in the young man’s education and career.71 Æbelholt Abbey benefit-
ted from Sune’s (and later his son Ebbe’s) patronage, and this relationship 
clearly furthered William’s commitment to helping Peder.72

Abbot Stephen praised Peder’s untiring efforts and exemplary conduct 
as a student. But Peder was also the self-conscious offspring of the mighty 
Sune Ebbesen of Zealand and, despite his fragile health, he reportedly 
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received a stream of acquaintances and friends in Paris, the costs of which 
concerned his father back home. At one point Peder apparently wanted 
to give up his studies, and had William plead his case to Sune, but to no 
avail, as, according to the abbot, it was impermissible “to go against 
your father’s will and wise counsel.”73 Peder’s brother Anders also stud-
ied in Paris and even traveled to Bologna and Oxford, returning home in 
the early 1190s as a member of the intellectual and ecclesiastical elite of 
Latin Europe, as described in more detail in Wojtek Jezierski’s chapter.74

Sune’s investments paid off. Within the domestic elite most rival fac-
tions controlled lands and people, but not many possessed credentials 
from Christianity’s foremost schools. The process of converting tradi-
tional sources of wealth and social power into objectified educational 
capital not only transformed the composition of the family capital, it 
also made it more exclusive, and hence more valuable. To profit from this 
investment, however, social power – networks, connections, patrons – 
was once again necessary. Thus, upon his return in 1187/88 Peder was 
welcomed by Absalon, who first made him canon at his see of Lund, 
and then, in 1192, let him take over the bishopric of Roskilde. From 
1202 Peder also acted as royal chancellor. When Anders returned home 
he started off by serving as provost at his brother’s church in Roskilde. 
Around 1194 he became royal chancellor, and in 1202 he succeeded 
Absalon as archbishop. His highly learned Latin paraphrase of the Law 
of Scania was a key achievement in the emergent judicial field. Both Peder 
and Anders evidently came to exert even greater power than their secular 
brothers. Like them, however, the two ordained Sunesens also embraced 
the more traditional aspects of elite life. As prelates they both followed 
the example of Absalon and other episcopal predecessors and personally 
commanded a series of military expeditions in northern Germany and the 
Baltics. In the “list of brothers,” an enigmatic catalogue of Danish mag-
nates from around 1200, Peder and Anders are grouped together with all 
their secular brothers (except Jakob) as a single exclusive band.75

Conclusion

Sune Ebbesen of Zealand was the high-born inheritor of landed wealth, 
ancestral reputation, family ties, and bonds of fictive kinship to a poten-
tially important branch of the royal family. During the upheaval of the 
dynastic feuds of the 1150s, as well as the subsequent years of peace, he 
was able, with his cognates and friends, to bring these assets successfully 
into play. Displaying, as far as we can judge, a keen sense for anticipat-
ing movements within the power field, he managed to carve out a truly 
dominant position among the elites.

In the course of his lifetime the structure and Spielregeln of the power 
field grew progressively more complex. Adapting to this transformation 
through various strategies of capital conversion, Sune and his group not 



Social Power and Conversion of Capital 297

only managed to maintain and even reinforce their position: In the kind 
of self-propelling circularity that drives every historical transformation 
process, they also created the very changes they strove to adapt to by 
co-promoting centralized authority and increasing the relative value of 
religious and educational capital. All along the way, however, social 
power – defined in this chapter as the capacity to establish and control 
social relations and networks – remained the necessary key converter in 
the competition of the elites.76

William of Æbelholt’s often-quoted laudatory portrait of Sune Ebbesen 
as “a man of wise counsel, mighty of action and speech” was obviously 
meant to ingratiate the abbot with his generous, but also paternalistic 
and occasionally quarrelsome, benefactor.77 William, however, may not 
have been quite off target, provided his words are read, not as an evalu-
ation of one particular magnate’s individual character, but as a generic 
description of the social habitus of a successful member of the medieval 
Danish elite.
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16 Constructing the 
Friendships and Hierarchies 
of the Clerical Elite
A Case Study of the 
Relationship Between Øm 
Abbey and Bishop Tyge

Sveinung K. Boye

The breakthrough of political and legal institutions throughout Europe 
during the High Middle Ages led to a change in how power was con-
structed and disputes were settled. Face-to-face-relationships, informal 
power, and social networks became less important for the outcome of 
disputes and power struggles, and were replaced by political institu-
tions, formalized hierarchies, and legal procedures as the hegemonic ide-
als for structuring society. In Scandinavia, the mid-thirteenth century is 
often seen as a high point in this development. However, recent studies, 
inspired by “dispute studies” and “legal anthropology,” have indicated 
that the change was not as quick and uncomplicated as much of the older 
research suggested. For instance, in his study of kingship in the Norwe-
gian kings’ sagas, Hans Jacob Orning concluded that although the idea 
of the rex iustus was an important ideal in the mid-thirteenth century, 
in practice the institutional power of the Norwegian kings was limited; 
their power was still largely informal, personal, and dependent on their 
individual relationships with members of the lay and clerical elite. This 
also meant that kings had to act pragmatically when dealing with dis-
loyal behavior, and tailor their responses to each situation rather than 
acting according to legal principles.1 Another Scandinavian historian, 
Kim Esmark, has analyzed the conflicts between the Danish Cistercian 
monastery of Sorø and members of the local lay elite in the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries. His conclusion is that a strengthening of insti-
tutionalized power and formal law did not lead to a change from “one set 
of legal attitudes to another,” but rather broadened the field of strategies 
and ways of reasoning available to the disputants.2

Perspectives from legal anthropology have inspired these and other 
scholars to consider elements like “threats, promises, negotiation, out-of-
court mediation, rituals, emotional posturing, violence, [and] feuding” 
(among others) as mechanisms for handling conflict, which complemented 
the formal channels of law and litigation.3 Through an anthropological 
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approach to the study of power and conflict resolution, scholars have 
begun depicting the changes in thirteenth-century Scandinavia in more 
moderate and nuanced ways, but the understanding of relationships and 
conflicts within the clerical elite has been influenced to a lesser extent.

This chapter is thus an attempt to apply anthropological perspectives 
to an analysis of the power relations between members of the Danish 
clerical elite in the mid-thirteenth century. In this particular case that 
means analyzing power through the concept of “friendship” (amicita), 
rather than through law and formalized hierarchies alone. The conflict 
that took place in the 1260s between the Cistercian abbey of Øm in Jut-
land in Denmark and Bishop Tyge of Aarhus (bishop 1262–72) will be 
used as a case study in order to reveal how relationships between abbeys 
and bishops could be perceived, and how power and hierarchy could 
be constructed within such relationships. Studying how clerical “friend-
ships” were constructed, negotiated, articulated, and restructured can 
give us some indication of how the power of the clerical elite could func-
tion and change through the use of such bonds.4

The conflict in question was recorded by the Øm monks in Exordium 
Monasterii Carae Insulae (the Øm Abbey Chronicle). It is a history of 
the abbey, about half of which concerns the conflict with Bishop Tyge of 
Aarhus, and half the formation of the abbey, its relationships with former 
bishops, important land transactions, the rights and privileges the abbey 
had received, information about abbots, and so on. The account of the 
conflict was written in the 1260s, while some parts of the chronicle were 
written in the early thirteenth century, including details about the abbey’s 
friendship with Bishop Svend, one of Tyge’s predecessors. This relation-
ship is echoed in the Øm monks’ view of their relationship with Tyge 
more than half a century later, giving a longer perspective to this inquiry 
that really addresses questions relevant to the entire thirteenth century.

The two most influential scholarly works on the chronicle – Niels 
Skyum-Nielsen’s Kirkekampen (1963) and Brian Patrick McGuire’s Con-
flict and Continuity at Øm Abbey (1976) – both predate the introduc-
tion of methodical approaches associated with legal anthropology to the 
study of medieval Scandinavian conflicts. Skyum-Nielsen’s approach is 
very different from my own in that it is more or less exclusively focused 
on the judicial aspects of the conflict. He treats the chronicle with a great 
deal of skepticism and hostility, as evidenced by the quite contemptuous 
language he uses to describe the monks, their account of the conflict, and 
their strategies.5 Skyum-Nielsen was concerned with identifying judicial 
as well as moral rights and wrongs. Critical of the monks’ account and 
eager to expose the source as untruthful, he chose not to take the monks’ 
understanding of the conflict seriously. The chronicle is indeed biased, 
and constructs heroes and villains; however, that does not mean it cannot 
provide interesting and relevant knowledge about how conflicts between 
members of the clerical elite were fought and perceived.
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I also take a somewhat different approach from Brian Patrick McGuire’s 
analysis. McGuire’s description of the conflict is admirably thorough and 
packed with bright observations, but his book deals little with the struc-
tural mechanics, Spielregeln (the “rules of the game,” in Gerd Althoff’s 
formulation), and perceptions of the conflict, and does not really discuss 
the continuity or changes in the logics of the power relationships in any 
depth. Admittedly, he notes that the monks were dreaming of returning 
“to the good old days . . . when debts and obligations were not so clearly 
defined,”6 but in this chapter I aim to help clarify how the monks used 
concepts like friendship, donations, and gift exchanges to define their 
ideal relationship with a local bishop, and in this way tried to shake off 
their bishop’s claims.

Two Types of “Friendship”

The conflict between Bishop Tyge and Øm Abbey arose when the newly 
appointed bishop demanded procurationes (essentially the right to board 
and lodging) at the abbey for himself and his men for three weeks during 
Lent every year, the same rights he claimed his predecessors had enjoyed. 
The Øm monks, spearheaded by Bo, their abbot, dramatically stated that 
they would rather die than grant this request, and a long and exception-
ally bitter conflict ensued.7

Bishop Tyge’s demands would mean a considerable financial burden 
for the abbey, but there was even more at stake. Behind Tyge’s seemingly 
simple requirements was the bigger question of what the relationship 
between the abbey and the bishop should be like. Accepting Tyge’s terms 
would have meant that the monks had given up their ambition for an 
informal and fluid friendship in favor of a strictly hierarchical relation-
ship. Tyge and the monks both described the relationship they wanted by 
using the word “friendship” (amicita),8 but they could not agree on the 
specific terms, duties, and rules that such a relationship entailed. It seems 
that the bishop demanded a formalized and hierarchical relationship, in 
which he would enjoy clearly defined rights and privileges. He wanted 
the abbey and himself to become “good friends” – but on his terms.

The monks, on the other hand, used the flexible concept of “benevo-
lence” (benevolentia) to promote an informal relationship in which their 
obligations to the bishop were dependent on what they could receive 
in return – in other words, a kind of gift economy of favors and gener-
osity. They based their ideal friendship with Tyge on the relationships 
they had enjoyed with some of the previous Aarhus bishops, which the 
chronicle principally portrays, not as regulated by canon law and for-
malized church hierarchies, but rather as characterized by exchanges of 
land, favors, privileges, and other gifts, and articulates by using the con-
cept of “benevolence.” We learn that Bishop Eskil (1157–65) founded 
the monastery, generously helped the monks, and offered them gifts.9 
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A more thorough description is given of the abbey’s relationship with his 
successor, Bishop Svend (1165–91), who would eventually become the 
monastery’s best and most charitable friend, but initially harbored some 
hostility towards the monks, “on account of his predecessor’s generos-
ity, through which the diocesan property had apparently diminished.”10 
His mind is said to have been changed as a result of two incidents in his 
life: a rough voyage home from England and a later life-threatening ill-
ness convinced him to support the abbey in order to thank God for his 
survival and to save his soul.11 He started helping the abbey in every way, 
and gave to it everything that he could.12

The chronicler frames Svend’s change of heart as a religiously moti-
vated choice: helping the monastery was the best way for him to save 
his soul. Svend’s grave would eventually be placed in the abbey because 
of his generosity (a good pathway to salvation), and the monks would 
also have contributed to the salvation of the abbey’s benefactor through 
intercessory prayer.

There is, however, no doubt that there was a strong social dimension 
to the exchange of gifts and land between the bishop and the abbey. 
This is perhaps most clearly articulated in the passages recording land 
transactions. According to Timothy Reuter, land in the Middle Ages can 
be seen as “a medium through which relations of friendship, kinship and 
enmity, as well as of patronage and deference, can find public and often 
highly ritualized expression precisely at those points at which rights in it 
are being granted away or modified.”13 This is, as we will see, a key to 
understanding how the relationships between Øm Abbey and the Aarhus 
bishops were constructed and negotiated throughout the abbey’s history. 
About Bishop Svend’s donations we are told that because:

the bishop now having been made placable in all things, forgetting 
the bitterness of his displeasure which he had held against them, they 
transferred Småenge to him so that they might have the more favor 
from him. . . . Receiving this favorably, and having been aroused by 
their benevolence to greater love toward them, he kept it for a short 
while and afterwards gave it back to the brethren, accepting from 
them a dwelling place in Karlby, which had belonged to Veng; but 
that too, along with other properties that he had conveyed to the 
monastery, he restored with all piety. The diocese was at that time 
very poor and modest, but he enlarged it by extending its wealth and 
reputation, and whatever he gave to the monastery were from his 
own patrimony and from those things that he was able to acquire 
from the surplus of his mensa in his episcopate.14

These donations and exchanges of land had a function with many paral-
lels throughout medieval Europe. Historians like Barbara H. Rosenwein 
and Stephen D. White – both writing about relations between monasteries 
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and the lay elite in medieval France – have shown that land donations 
and exchanges were ways of creating and maintaining social relation-
ships.15 In this particular case the transactions were clearly bound up in 
a gift economy, and in his interaction with Øm Abbey, Bishop Svend was 
thus using a language of gifts and friendly gestures that he shared with 
the lay elite. The “friendship” between Svend and Øm Abbey entailed 
informal reciprocal benevolence, rather than a strict hierarchical bond of 
service and subordination.

The chronicle goes on to tell how much Svend loved the Øm monks, 
and says that he gave them everything the poor and newly established 
monastery needed.16 Amongst other things, he freed the abbey from the 
obligation of paying tithes and wrote a will bequeathing it even more 
land, including an area called Djursland (which would later be brought 
up in the conflict with Bishop Tyge); and he added to these material gifts 
his staunch protection of the monastery. This last point was arguably the 
most important aspect of the relationship from the abbey’s point of view, 
as it meant that

never once did any abbot who led [the abbey] in [Svend’s] days have 
to attend secular law assemblies for any reason whatsoever, because 
both clerics and laymen held the brethren in the greatest reverence, 
seeing that the bishop always and everywhere stood firm on their 
behalf.17

By contrast, the conflict with Tyge meant that the monks could “never 
achieve any justice over those who did injustice against [them].”18 In 
other words, the episcopal protection was vital for the abbey’s honor and 
local standing, as well as for their legal security.

The friendship between Bishop Svend and Øm Abbey was not a hori-
zontal relationship, but neither was it a formalized bond of service. It was 
a fluid, reciprocal friendship based on the logics of a gift economy. Exces-
sive gift-giving was, of course, not always a sign of love and respect; it 
could be a powerful weapon used to create debt – and thus to establish a 
power relation – so the degree to which “friendships” were voluntary for 
both parties could vary.19 However, the chronicler presents this particu-
lar friendship as one of genuine mutual benevolence and goodwill. The 
friendship was vertical, but it was also informal and had the appearance 
of a certain equality. Both parties showered each other with gifts, but the 
monks seem to have received more than they could reciprocate (at least 
in material value). A large part of Svend’s kindness (or benevolentia) was 
that he did not cash in on the abbey’s debt of generosity when he didn’t 
have to.

In sharp contrast, Bishop Tyge demanded clearly defined rights if he 
should agree to be the friend of Øm Abbey. This meant that he insisted 
that his visits at the abbey should be considered as a kind of tax, rather 



Friendships of the Clerical Elite 309

than as a gift or an informal gesture in an exchange of gifts and favors. 
The differences between the two views of what a friendship should entail 
are quite clearly articulated in the chronicle. For instance, at one point 
Abbot Bo confronts Bishop Tyge, saying, “If you wish to come as a guest, 
you will be given everything you need, but if you come for the purpose 
of procuring the lodging as a tax or debt nothing will be given to you,”20 
indicating that the monks were happy to receive the bishop as their guest 
as long as the meaning of the visit conformed to their understanding of 
the relationship. Similarly, when Tyge refused Abbot Bo’s vague offer that 
“if we shall have seen your benevolence, we are willing to serve you,”21 
he refused the reciprocal gift-logic of such an informal friendship. He was 
equally unimpressed by Bo’s related claim that “by reason of your high 
office and your dignity, we wish to serve you as much as any abbey in 
Denmark serves its bishop that does not receive more from their bishop-
ric than we do; and we will serve you even more if you shall have shown 
us and our people your full benevolence.”22

On what grounds then did Tyge make his demands for a relationship 
with clearly defined rights and privileges?

The Ambivalence of the Land Donation

Since the Council of Chalcedon (AD 451) the canonical position had been 
that bishops had the right and duty to supervise all religious houses within 
their dioceses. Their specific rights within the monasteries included over-
seeing and confirming the election of abbots and priors, and, crucially in 
the case of the Øm conflict, the right to make periodic visitations. During 
these visitations a bishop was entitled to board and lodging for himself 
and his entourage. In the wake of the Gregorian reform, however, an 
increasing number of monasteries succeeded in negotiating exemption 
from episcopal supervision, and were placed directly under the pope’s 
authority instead. The Cistercian order managed to negotiate exemption 
from episcopal authority for all the monasteries of the order, and the loss 
of episcopal jurisdiction led to conflicts between bishops and monasteries 
in twelfth- and early thirteenth-century Europe.23

Tyge’s demands for lodging rights at Øm echo the traditional episcopal 
visitation rights, but the claim goes much further, as the usual duration of 
an episcopal visitation was only one day and one night.24 Skyum-Nielsen 
confronted this issue in his analyses of the conflict. On the one hand, he 
argued that the monks’ use of papal letters confirming their exemption 
from episcopal visitations was a misunderstanding, because the demands 
for three weeks’ board and lodging had to do with repayment for dona-
tions rather than visitation rights. His argument was that a visitation 
could legally never last for three weeks.25 On the other hand, he claimed 
that the origin of the episcopal demands (one of Tyge’s predecessors, 
Peder Elavsen (1224–46), used to stay at the abbey in his time as bishop) 
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lay in the necessity of visitation. He claimed that although the bishop 
had no formal visitation rights, it was only natural to intervene when the 
proper authorities were kept unaware of severe violations of the monas-
tic rule.26 Skyum-Nielsen is vague on this point, and disregards the under-
standing conveyed in the chronicle. Rather than revealing the monks’ 
poor juridical understanding, the two quite different (and more or less 
mutually exclusive) views seem to be examples of the fluid interpreta-
tions of legal and moral principles available to disputing parties in mid- 
to late thirteenth-century Denmark. In the interpretation of the bishop’s 
demands, the lines between visitation, patron rights, and other forms of 
herrshaftsgastung are blurred, and both sides in the dispute draw on dif-
ferent interpretations that served their purpose. Throughout the chronicle 
Tyge’s demands are referred to as procurationes but also as visitatio. Tyge 
refers to his forced visit at Øm as a duty (probably a visitation duty), a 
custom, a repayment for the donations of previous bishops, and as a sei-
gneurial right, while the counterarguments of the monks were that they 
were legally freed from episcopal visitation, that the previous donations 
were personal gifts for the souls of individual bishops, and that the abbey 
could not be placed under the bishop’s jurisdiction.27 Kim Esmark has 
underlined that what might seem like straightforward legal claims were 
often entangled in competing discourses on legal, moral, religious, and 
cultural norms, which could all be used to legitimize claims and counter-
claims. This was done by using what Pierre Bourdieu termed “official-
izing strategies”; that is, branding one’s own interests as an expression of 
collectively shared, commendable values.28

Having no formalized authority over the abbey, Tyge had to look for 
justification of a hierarchical bond which would allow him three weeks 
lodging at Øm. His main way of dealing with the problem was to rein-
terpret the meaning of land donated to Øm generations earlier by his 
predecessor Bishop Svend. At the heart of his argument lay the ambiguity 
of the social meaning of land donations, which was hugely relevant in 
determining which type of bond would govern the relationship between 
Tyge and Øm.

In her study of “the social meaning” of Cluny’s landed properties in 
the period 909–1049, Barbara H. Rosenwein discovered changing per-
ceptions of land transactions and ownership. Throughout the tenth 
century, she claims, the predominant interpretation of land donations, 
exchanges, and even sales was that they were social acts given meaning 
through the logics of a gift economy, rather than impersonal economic 
transactions. This meant that land was constantly changing hands, func-
tioning as “social glue.” Interpretations of land transactions and owner-
ship gradually changed, however, as a different discourse through which 
meaning was assigned emerged in the eleventh century. On the one hand, 
land transactions were now seen as more purely economic acts, and the 
land that had been constantly changing hands in order to create and 
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maintain social relationships was accumulating in the hands of Cluny as 
their patrimony. On the other hand, as the social dimension of ownership 
was disappearing, Cluny’s patrimony took on the form of “a seigneurie 
of grand dimensions.”29 This meant that land could be used to create 
hierarchical bonds of lordship, and that the monastery’s properties thus 
“became the seat of economic and political power.”30

Rather than representing a complete shift, the two models coexisted 
throughout the Middle Ages. Stephen D. White has noted a similar 
change much later, in the thirteenth century, in his study of donations to 
the French abbeys of Saint Aubin of Angers, Marmoutier, Saint Mary of 
Noyers, La Trinité of Vendôme, and Saint Vincent of Le Mans,31 and in 
the second half of the thirteenth century the ambiguity of the meaning 
of land donations and ownership was a key line of argumentation in the 
Øm conflict. As the dispute over the episcopal lodging-rights escalated, 
Tyge argued that if the monks were not prepared to grant him visita-
tion at the abbey because it was an old custom, they at least owed it to 
him because of the landed properties they had received in Djursland.32 
He also wrote a letter to the monks adding that it was well known that 
their monastery had been founded by his predecessor Eskil and richly 
endowed with gifts from Bishop Svend, and used this as an argument 
for his right to lodge at the monastery with his entourage.33 Øm Abbey’s 
properties in Djursland had been given to them by their generous friend 
Bishop Svend, but Tyge’s and the monks’ interpretations of what the gift 
meant were widely different. Tyge saw the land donation as, for lack of a 
better term, a “feudal” transaction (this is clearly stated: “qui tamen pre-
textu uisitationis in feodis procurationes ab eis exigere”),34 which secured 
certain clearly defined seigneurial rights (i.e., lodging privileges at Øm) 
for all successive Aarhus bishops. The episcopal office – his institutional 
position – was crucial in his line of argumentation, but the monks saw 
their relationships with individual bishops as strictly personal, and dona-
tions as gifts confirming a personal friendship. The chronicler stresses 
several times that everything Svend had given them was “from his own 
mensa” and patrimony (rather than being the property of the diocese), 
and has Abbot Bo claim:

Nor did he [Bishop Svend] retain for himself and his successors by 
reason of possession, with respect to the aforementioned lodging 
rights, those things that he conveyed to us in Djursland as you claim; 
but from his own patrimony he utterly relinquished them to us with 
the consent and favor of the best men in Denmark and as a remedy 
for his soul.35

The episcopal office was clearly becoming an institutionalized factor 
in the bishop’s relationships with local elites, but the monks connected 
the ownership (and prior ownership) of a gift or donation to its social 
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meaning, and underlined the personal aspects of their relationships to the 
Aarhus bishops.

Restructuring Friendships Through Conflict

A closer analysis of the conflict structure reveals further aspects of the 
power dynamic. Since bishops had no specific, clearly defined rights 
within the Cistercian monasteries in their dioceses, the relationships 
between Øm Abbey and the Aarhus bishops were essentially based on 
power rather than law. Brian Patrick McGuire has indeed noted that law 
was not a dominant factor in the dispute, and that although both parties 
occasionally tried to introduce legal arguments, “when either side tried 
to formulate or go against a theoretical basis for such a custom [i.e., 
the right to stay at the abbey for three weeks], neither could come up 
with any sufficient answer.”36 Even though both Bishop Tyge and the Øm 
monks had to justify their positions by combining references to customs 
and cultural norms with a legal argumentation, the decisive factor was 
ultimately power. This meant that a negotiation could take place locally, 
and the social networks in the local community were mobilized on both 
sides. As key aspects of the two parties’ power in the local community, 
social networks were an important factor in the negotiations to decide 
which claims each side could and could not force upon the other.

Almost immediately after becoming bishop, Tyge made it clear that he 
was not currently a friend of the monastery. The chronicler claims that 
just after the bishop returned from Rome, a lay brother from Øm was 
attacked and severely wounded, but when Abbot Bo talked to Tyge about 
this injustice, the bishop brought the culprits to work on his estates, thus 
placing them under his protection and jurisdiction.37 This was a powerful 
symbolic act, unambiguously signaling to the monks that “his soul was 
not with [them].”38

Demonstrative acts of hostility like this were common features in the 
political cultures of medieval Europe, used to instigate conflicts that 
could alter power relationships. Patrick Geary writes that

the forms taken by dramatic outbreaks of conflict in this society [i.e., 
a medieval society with only rudimentary state formation] are far 
from random. They often include violent seizure of property, the 
killing or capturing of opponents, and the real or ritual exercise of 
power over persons or things in dispute.39

Displaying anger or performing conspicuous acts of hostility were ways 
of signaling to someone that they had broken the terms of a relationship 
or that the terms had to be renegotiated for the relationship to be rees-
tablished.40 Historical research approaching the study of disputes from a 
legal-anthropological perspective has shown that rather than threatening 
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social order, conflicts (even violent ones) were regulated events used to 
establish, demonstrate, maintain, and negotiate structure and hierarchy.

In the Øm chronicle the term “friendship” (amicita) seems to indicate 
an agreement between two parties to treat each other with goodwill, and 
to help, support, and protect each other. However, the demands of each 
party, and their definitions of benevolence, were negotiable, and therefore 
to a large extent a question of power, which may be actualized through 
conflict and cemented in the following settlement. Tyge’s hostility and 
the conflict itself can thus be seen as part of the process of challenging 
and renegotiating the terms of his relationship with the abbey. That a 
conflict like this should occur almost immediately after a new bishop had 
taken episcopal office is fairly typical, although this particular conflict 
was unusually difficult to resolve. Both parties could potentially benefit 
from testing the limits of their rights and authority in the newly inher-
ited relationship, which at that point was fragile and moldable. Similarly, 
research has shown that new heads of elite families would demonstra-
tively break agreements their predecessors had with local monasteries, 
and dispute land donations they had made, not to crush the monaster-
ies or create lasting enmity, but to renegotiate the terms of the bonds 
between them.41

The Øm conflict would eventually evolve from a local power struggle 
into high politics. However, in its early phases both parties expected the 
conflict to be resolved locally. They anticipated that local power and social 
networks would be as influential in defining the relationship between the 
bishop and the abbey as the formal hierarchies and legal frameworks of 
the church organization. It was the task of the local community to help 
facilitate a compromise that satisfied the honor of both parties, and to 
take sides in a way that confirmed their own relationships with the dispu-
tants. Jens Kanne, a knight and friend of the monastery (miles et amicus 
claustri), was convinced that he and “other friends of the monastery (aliis 
amicis claustra) would mediate a good settlement between the abbot and 
the bishop.”42 When the conflict had become particularly bitter, Jens 
approached Abbot Bo and asked him to meet with Tyge in the cathedral 
church in Aarhus. Friends and supporters of both sides were present in 
the settlement meetings, and when negotiations began to fail, Abbot Bo 
told all the tenant farmers and laborers from the abbey’s estates to arm 
themselves and hurry to the church where the meeting was held, ready 
to resist if the bishop should use violence.43 Ultimately local social net-
works and manpower had a significant influence on which claims could 
be forced upon each party by the other.

The dispute was a local matter, involving more or less the entire local 
community. Everyone wanted to restore the harmony of friendship 
between the bishop and the abbey, as they were all connected to the 
conflict through bonds with the disputing parties which made neutrality 
impossible.
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The Local Use of Excommunication

The local character of the conflict (in this phase) is even illustrated in 
the disputing parties’ attitudes towards papal letters, and the bishop’s 
use of excommunication. What were seemingly programmatic papal let-
ters were only used as an instrument of negotiation in a local setting,44 
and excommunication (a seemingly formalized instrument of power) was 
used in the local context to force negotiations with the abbot and to 
diminish the abbey’s power by crushing its social networks. Tyge started 
harassing the abbey’s tenant farmers and laborers – their familia – and 
had his bailiffs proclaim to them that: “Each and every one of you shall 
return to your homes and be under interdict, because till now you have 
served the monks of Øm, and if you have not stopped serving them soon, 
we will undoubtedly excommunicate you all!”45 Frightened, they came 
“crying and wailing to the abbey,”46 hoping that the abbot would hear 
their pleas and settle his differences with the bishop. Though the abbot 
tried to calm his tenants, nearly all of them wanted to free themselves 
from the abbey’s service when the bishop’s bailiffs summoned them again 
and again, placed them under interdict, and extorted money from them.47

When Tyge placed Øm’s familia under interdict and had his bailiffs 
extort money from them, it was clearly a strategic move – a clever way 
of dismantling the local network of the monastery, and thereby gaining 
an edge in the dispute. Nearly all of Øm’s farmers and laborers wanted 
to free themselves from the abbey’s service when it became clear that it 
could not protect them from the bishop. Protection had obviously been a 
defining aspect of their relationship in the first place. This weakened the 
abbey’s position in the local power struggle.

As Patrick Geary has pointed out, excommunications “were intended 
not to destroy the enemies of the Church but to bring about negotia-
tions.”48 When Abbot Bo himself was excommunicated, he was thus 
being pressured to renegotiate the terms of the friendship, and to admit 
to less favorable terms than he was comfortable with. When he and all 
his supporters were excommunicated, some of the abbot’s friends took 
him aside, and said, “You cannot endure your bishop’s anger, and it is not 
fitting for you or anybody else to stand against your bishop. Go to him 
and offer him satisfaction (satisfactionem), and you will become good 
friends (boni amici).”49 This underlines the fact that the power relation-
ship was constructed, not primarily by the formalized hierarchies of the 
church, but by the bonds of what they termed “friendship.” The enmity 
could easily be turned into an affectionate friendship when the terms for 
such a relationship were agreed upon, and institutionalized instruments 
of power, such as excommunication, were used to force negotiations and 
favorable terms.

“We excommunicate you for calling yourself abbot,” said the bishop, 
“we excommunicate your brotherhood for calling you their abbot, and 
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anyone claiming that you are an abbot, we excommunicate.”50 Excom-
munication placed the target outside of the Christian community, which 
meant that he or she was denied access to the churches and the rituals 
that could secure their salvation. But the abbot’s answer illustrates how 
the effects of excommunications were also dependent on the local set-
ting, for he merely stood up and proclaimed that: “Just as easily as you 
have excommunicated my subordinates, I absolve them”51 In practice, 
the question of who could legitimately excommunicate and absolve was 
often decided locally, so this too could be part of a local power struggle. 
Even though some misdeeds automatically warranted an excommunica-
tion, in effect there were few universally accepted rules and restrictions, 
making excommunication a remarkably flexible instrument of power.

The Changing Character of the Dispute

In their comparative study of conflicts that the monasteries of Cluny, 
Fleury, and Marmoutier had with local lay and ecclesiastical elites in the 
tenth to early twelfth centuries, Barbara H. Rosenwein, Thomas Head, 
and Sharon Farmer merge the seemingly incompatible concepts of friend-
ship and enmity into the analytical concept of “friend/enemy,” when 
describing disputes similar to the Øm conflict. The term communicates 
that friendship and enmity were fragile, and usually temporary, states of 
a relationship. Enemies of the monasteries were usually former friends 
and would often become even closer friends when their conflict had been 
resolved through compromise.52 From this perspective conflicts are seen, 
as indicated previously, as the process through which friendships and 
their terms were challenged, renegotiated, restructured, and eventually 
confirmed.53 According to the study this was a typical trait of the rela-
tionships and disputes in periods and geographical areas with weak cen-
tral power. However, when central powers were strong, the two sides 
of a conflict tended to demand decisive winners and losers rather than 
honorable compromises, and there was a clearer line between friendship 
and enmity. The decisive factor in this other kind of conflict was not the 
local networks, but friendly powers outside of the local elite who could 
determine absolute winners and losers.54

The Øm conflict, which started out as what we might call a friend/
enemy conflict, was about to change into something similar to the second 
kind of dispute. It seems that neither the bishop nor the abbey had the 
power to win a complete victory locally, and their inability to reach a 
compromise lifted the conflict out of its local setting. It then developed 
into high politics when top Danish and European ecclesiastical and lay 
elites got involved as both sides called for their support.

Having powerful friends outside the local community was important 
for abbeys and abbots, particularly in situations like the one facing Øm 
Abbey. This was probably why the monks decided that they needed a 
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new abbot, and chose a man named Ture as Bo’s replacement. Ture had 
previously been abbot of Vitskøl and Esrum, and is described by the 
chronicler as “a man of noble birth and wisdom, well known by all the 
best men (melioribus) in the kingdom of Denmark.”55 His elite back-
ground and social networks seems to have been the reason why the Øm 
monks wanted him as their leader. Of course, these were aspects that had 
always been important when choosing abbots, and when a few lines in 
the chronicle are given to sum up each of the former abbots, many of 
them are recognized for their noble birth and relationships with power-
ful men. Abbot Vilhelm (1189–94) is described as “deeply loved by King 
Valdemar”;56 Abbot Brandan (1194–98) as “loved and honored by eve-
ryone”;57 and Abbot Mikkel (1235–46) as “deeply loved by King Erik as 
well as other leading men and nobles in the land.”58 Henrik, the abbot of 
Vitskøl at the time when Øm Abbey was established, was, according to 
the chronicler, “a man of venerable character, deeply loved as much by 
the king as by all of the leading men of the realm because of their rever-
ence for the grace of God that shone in his face, as well as for the elo-
quence of the stream of mellifluous words that came from his mouth.”59 
The cultural mechanics linking love with piety and eloquent speech are 
somewhat unclear, but maybe people gravitated towards him as a man 
they trusted to protect their souls effectively. In a later addition to the 
manuscript that contains the chronicle, subsequent abbots are described: 
Abbot Asgod is said to have been “a generous and friendly man”60 (prob-
ably indicating a good network builder), whereas Abbot Conrad was “a 
generous and extravagant man” who “because of his benign and friendly 
spirit had a good relationship with his convent.”61 The abbots’ networks 
of friends seem to have been a defining aspect of their ability to run and 
protect the monastery.

It was the disputing parties’ connections with powerful people inside 
and outside Denmark, as well as the political context in Denmark at the 
time, which allowed the local dispute to become big politics. The most 
important context was the “Church Strife,” a conflict between the king 
and some of the Danish bishops, which saw the archbishop of Lund and 
the bishops of Odense and Roskilde exiled from Denmark. The Danish 
clerical elite were divided on the matter, and Tyge was one of the king’s 
supporters even though he was a bishop. The strife became important for 
the Øm conflict mainly because Tyge and the abbey were calling on dif-
ferent sides to aid them in their cause. Øm Abbey, like the other Danish 
Cistercian monasteries, supported the archbishop and called mainly on 
him and church officials who supported him, while Tyge’s close relation-
ship with the king would eventually lead to his final victory.

The character of the dispute really started changing when Abbot Bo 
appealed to Bishop Niels of Viborg (the king’s chancellor) and the king’s 
marshal Jens Kalf, and had them try to influence Bishop Tyge. It was use-
less. They approached the bishop and said that he could not destroy the 
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abbey without reason, but he would not budge. Then, using a communal 
letter, the Danish Cistercians tried to get the pope involved, and the Øm 
monks also appealed to the exiled Archbishop Jakob Erlandsen. Abbot 
Bo, acknowledging his own shortcomings, then resigned his post, was 
replaced by Abbot Ture, and went to Rome and got a papal letter which 
also failed to have an effect. The conflict finally seemed to have reached 
an end when Bishop Esger of Ribe and Niels of Schleswig were asked to 
step in as arbiters. A settlement was reached, based on the former Aarhus 
bishop Peder Elavsen’s concordance with Øm: He was never to bring 
more than four clerks and five laymen on Ash Wednesday, and never stay 
more than three weeks. Tyge gave an oath to respect these conditions, but 
the following Lent he broke them spectacularly by showing up with what 
the monks considered a ridiculous number of men.

The Øm monks then asked for the help of Guido, a papal legate who 
was in Denmark trying to sort out the conflict between the king and the 
archbishop. Their hopes were high, partly because of Guido’s Cistercian 
background, but even though Guido tried to help the monks, he was 
unsuccessful.62 Tyge refused to meet the legate every time he was sum-
moned, and he also refused to show up to court proceedings when Guido 
made Bishop Bonde of Schleswig the judge of the case. He was therefore 
excommunicated in absentia and sentenced to pay the abbey’s expenses 
in the case. This had no practical effect.

It was Tyge’s connections with the young King Erik V Klipping and his 
mother and guardian, Margrete Sambiria, that would eventually deter-
mine the outcome. According to the chronicler, Tyge had served them lies 
about Øm Abbey throughout the conflict in order to create enmity. The 
abbey’s appeals to the archbishop and the papal legate (who had excom-
municated the king for chasing the archbishop out of Denmark), and the 
fact that the monks had obtained the protection of King Erik’s antago-
nistic cousin Duke Erik, greatly helped Tyge to turn the king against the 
monks, and thus to make the Øm dispute part of a much bigger conflict.

In the end the monks couldn’t withstand the pressure when they 
received threats of incarceration and looting, and of being chased from 
their monastery if they did not submit to Tyge. The chronicle ends in a 
tone of quiet resignation, describing the hardship and poverty of their 
new existence.

A Tragedy of Personal Relationships?

The Øm Abbey Cronicle may seem like a symbolic tragedy, where the 
fall of the old social order is symbolized by the fall of the abbey, and the 
institutionalized understanding of power which replaces it is personified 
in the antagonistic bishop. The monks viewed their relationship with the 
local bishop as an informal, personal, and reciprocal friendship, but were 
eventually forced to accept a strict, hierarchical relationship in which the 



318 Sveinung K. Boye

bishop had the right to board with them for three weeks as a kind of tax. 
However, as the analysis in this chapter has indicated, this is an oversim-
plified interpretation. Rather than legitimizing their claims by using legal 
principles, the bishop and the monks used many different kinds of argu-
ments to their advantage, in a tangled web of legal, moral, and cultural 
norms. This allowed for the validity of several coexisting but competing 
claims regarding both visiting rights and the meaning of land donations. 
And even though Bishop Tyge and the Øm monks had completely differ-
ent views of what their relationship should be like, the conflict structure 
reveals that formalized hierarchies and legal procedures were marginal 
aspects of both the bishop’s and the monks’ understanding of the disa-
greement. It was rather a local, feud-like dispute (which eventually grew 
out of its local frame) – a negotiation over the terms of a “friendship” – 
in which law was secondary to power, and social networks just as impor-
tant as formal hierarchies.

Both parties initially wanted to settle the dispute locally on the basis 
of local networks and power, rather than in a court setting. Although 
appeals would be made to higher powers within the church hierarchy 
(including the archbishop, the papal legate, and the pope himself), and a 
court solution was eventually tried, these strategies were only employed 
when the dispute could not be settled by other means, and they ulti-
mately proved unsuccessful. When the conflict grew out of its local con-
text, both parties sought support wherever it could be found, and even 
when the king intimidated the monks into submission it can hardly be 
said that the dispute was solved through the formalized channels of the 
kingdom.

The power relation between the abbey and the bishop was, simply 
put, constructed more within the framework of their concepts of friend-
ship than the formalized church hierarchies. The influence of ideas about 
institutionalized power can clearly be seen in Tyge’s ambition to turn 
his relationship with the abbey into a hierarchical bond of service rather 
than a reciprocal bond based on a gift economy, but the bishop still used 
a friend/enemy type feud to construct such a power relation. Rather than 
promoting his role as church leader, he emphasized his seigneurial right 
(which, of course, was not a new concept) to land donated to the abbey, 
and although he explicitly tied these rights to his office rather than to his 
person, he did not use his formal position as a church leader as his main 
argument.
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17 Elites and Social Bonds – 
How Nordic Were the 
Nordic Medieval Elites?

Arnoud-Jan Bijsterveld, Kim Esmark, and 
Hans Jacob Orning

This anthology has addressed the question of how Nordic elites, both lay 
and clerical, established and maintained status through forming, nego-
tiating, and using various social bonds (kinship, friendship, patronage, 
etc.). The book has adopted a bottom-up perspective, viewing authority 
primarily as a result of the control and appropriation of informal social 
resources in the form of networks of interpersonal relationships. The 
point of applying a bottom-up perspective is not that power was built 
only from below, but that it did not emanate primarily from one particu-
lar (royal) center either. Rather, power was constructed and negotiated 
by multiple agents around multiple positions in the power field, both 
vertically and horizontally, by such means as gift exchange, offers of pro-
tection and service, friendship and alliance. At the same time, to speak of 
social resources as “informal” does not imply that they were “private” 
or “hidden,” as in fact they might be demonstrably “public” (as with an 
important noble marriage or honorable friendship, for instance) and reg-
ulated by collectively shared and sometimes heavily binding norms. Yet 
social resources in the sense described here were not controlled by formal 
laws and institutions or ordered from a singular privileged point in social 
space. In Weberian terms, they had a traditional or patrimonial rather 
than a legal or bureaucratic character. Also, their extent and structure 
did not necessarily align with the borders of kingdoms or administrative 
units. The bottom-up approach thus also entails an ambition to analyze 
networks on a variety of geographical scales, ranging from local through 
regnal and trans-regnal to trans-Nordic ones.

This afterword, then, has a twofold aim: to sum up some main results 
of the studies in the volume, and to expand the scope of the endeavor by 
drawing on a wider European context, partly by discussing interaction 
between Scandinavia and the rest of Europe, and partly through compari-
son of similarities and differences between Scandinavia and wider Europe, 
including intra-Scandinavian variations. It will do so by discussing the 
key themes of elite networks and social resources, the “Nordicness” of 
the Nordic elites, and, finally, the issue of historical transformation.
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Fuzzy Families, Flexible Friendships:  
The Strength of Social Networks

The general conclusion from the foregoing chapters is that social resources 
were a key component and converter of power and rank among Nordic 
medieval elites. In a highly competitive, multipolar power field, elite sta-
tus basically rested on the ability to create, maintain, and manipulate 
social ties, placing Althoff’s axiomatic “family, friends, and followers” at 
the center of all socio-politics.1

In one way or another, kinship stands at the heart of many contribu-
tions in the volume. Belonging to a prominent lineage was a precondi-
tion for participation in high politics, as most Nordic magnates came 
from powerful interrelated families. Here, marriage was a key institu-
tion, assigning women a central position as connecting links between 
groups. At least among the top echelons of society the networks that 
were thus constructed on the basis of family, affinity, and descent fre-
quently transcended distinctions between royal and non-royal blood, 
as well as borders between kingdoms (see in particular Lind, Missuno, 
Auður Magnúsdóttir, Grohse, Rønning).

Family ties within the elites, however, were complex. In the Nordic 
world the “kinship system” was always bilateral, and thus structurally 
open; and as shown throughout the book the practical use (as opposed to 
official norms and rules) of blood relations and affines made kin a rather 
fluid and malleable concept. Family bonds often blended with other non-
genealogical ties, and in the end their strength was determined by com-
mon interests. Kinship as it appears in the studies here was perhaps first 
of all a socio-cultural framework for formulating issues of affiliation, 
identity, and loyalty, and for raising claims and mobilizing support. The 
moral obligations potentially implied by kinship could and would be 
invoked strategically, but alliances constructed through blood and mar-
riage rarely stood the test if pivotal interests worked in other directions 
(Rønning, Auður Magnúsdóttir).

If prominent ancestry and useful kinsmen were mandatory resources for 
elites, so in no smaller measure were relations of friendship and patron-
age. In fact, political alliances, built on notions of friendship (vinátta, 
amicitia), between members of the elite were probably the most impor-
tant vehicles for creating and sustaining power in the Nordic region, 
where “informal” horizontal networks and action groups rather than 
any kind of state, church, or institutionalized orders constituted the con-
text for political competition. Positions and hierarchies were relatively 
fluid and dependent upon personal qualities and abilities to maneuver in 
the political game. Just like kinship groups, horizontal factions and alli-
ances were rarely permanent or close-knit units.2 Especially when tested 
in situations of contest and conflict, such groups were regularly exposed 
to defection, side-switching, and reconfigurations (Esmark, Rønning).
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Moreover, as distinctions between horizontal and vertical bonds were 
often blurred, an important bone of contention between parties was pre-
cisely how to define their relationship. Boye’s chapter demonstrates how 
clerical agents in a situation of conflicting interests played on discourses 
of both equality/symmetry and hierarchy/subordination. The same goes 
with magnates’ relationships with kings and ecclesiastical princes or 
institutions: Such relationships came to constitute important assets and 
also represented an augmentation of socio-political resources available 
to members of the elite.3 However, this kind of tie did not transform the 
rivalry among elite members in any crucial manner, but merely served to 
increase competition and to refine and differentiate the means and meth-
ods necessary to prosper and succeed.

For all their fragility, elite factions (or “elite collectives”)4 and their 
constant rivalry and alliance-making are thus everywhere in the present 
book. In Källström’s study, Swedish runic inscriptions bear witness to 
local and regional elite networks in early medieval Uppland. Grohse 
shows that competing elite networks were also at work within a monar-
chical context, while Rønning describes the workings of alliance-making 
in royal dynastic strife. The apparent lability of horizontal bonds should 
not be seen as a fatal weakness. Those bonds clearly mattered, even if 
they were broken, adjusted, ignored, or exaggerated in various contexts. 
Actually, one could argue that it was precisely the flexibility and fluidity 
of alliances that made them adaptable, and thus workable, means for 
elites in political power struggles. Securing success required skills and 
pragmatism more than blind adherence to norms, or rather, it required 
the ability to bend and represent one’s actions by way of “officializing 
strategies” so that they appeared as adhering to social norms.5

A precondition for elite status was the command of necessary eco-
nomic resources (the subject of the first volume of this series). The limita-
tions of sources unfortunately make it difficult to explore local authority 
in medieval Scandinavia. Historians are hardly allowed insights into 
specific local patrimonial structures, such as the bonds of patronage 
and clientelism between aristocratic lords and lesser men, peasants, and 
dependents. Exactly how elite networks extended downwards into the 
lower strata of society – from which they extracted their wealth, and 
with whose members they also needed to cultivate social ties – therefore 
remains largely hidden. However, Iceland provides an exception in this 
respect, as the detailed accounts in the sagas do shed light on local power 
relations. Viðar Pálsson in his chapter thus shows how Icelandic chief-
tains used gifts and feasts as strategic weapons in order to maintain local 
personal bonds and strengthen power, in particular at crucial moments of 
power shifts. Saga narratives also permit unusually detailed analyses of 
marriage strategies (Auður Magnúsdóttir) as well as quantitative analy-
ses and comparisons of the structure and extent of local networks (Kenna 
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and MacCarron). To what degree specific Icelandic conditions may serve 
as a model for the wider Nordic world remains a point of debate.

Even if for some definite purposes members of the clergy might mobi-
lize as a distinct faction, the studies in this volume confirm the futility of 
distinguishing too strictly between secular and clerical elites in medieval 
Scandinavia. First, lay magnates and bishops and abbots originated from 
the same families, and the distribution of clerical offices largely depended 
on family and friendship connections. Boye’s analysis of a strictly intra-
ecclesiastical dispute demonstrates how heavily it was enmeshed in secu-
lar concerns and mechanisms of conflict resolution. Second, Nordic elites 
used religious resources to enhance power, for instance when founding 
and endowing Hausklöster, sacred loci for commemoration and celebra-
tion as well as centers for concentration of economic wealth. Third, social 
resources from one field could be converted into resources in other fields, 
and this was increasingly done by elites sensitive to new developments. 
As demonstrated by Esmark, secular elites showed no hesitation in pur-
suing ecclesiastical offices when these became steadily more important 
during the twelfth century. Jakobsen and Jezierski show that the intro-
duction of new forms of religious capital in a Scandinavian context – ties 
with and offices in monastic and papal circles – implied entering into 
a dialogue with secular society. Even if the Church was an institution 
with a formalized delegative hierarchy, holders of clerical offices were 
enmeshed in webs of family, friends, and followers like any other member 
of the elites, and basically played the same game.

Expanding the view to Western Europe between the tenth and thir-
teenth centuries, the same points could be made, namely that elite net-
works were the building blocks for gaining and maintaining power. Here, 
too, secular and ecclesiastical elite networks were fully intertwined and 
encompassed powerful men and women, from local and regional potentes 
up to and including rulers and kings. Indeed, social bonds of various 
kinds, including kinship, horizontal alliances, and vertical patron-client 
bonds, should be regarded as a main source of power in the emerging 
European societies. As mentioned in the introduction to this book, this 
is also the conclusion of the 2002–2009 international collaborative pro-
ject on the European elites of the High Middle Ages, according to which 
the history of medieval elites is essentially a history of connections and 
networks.6

In the book The Sources of Social Power, the sociologist Michael 
Mann distinguished several sources of what he calls social power (defined 
as “mastery over other people” as exercised by rulers, states, and other 
institutions), namely ideological, economic, military, and political power.7 
However, somewhat surprisingly considering the title of his book, Mann 
did not include social power as a dimension in his analysis. Yet the ability 
to establish and control social networks through mechanisms such as gift 
exchange, marriage, and other alliances, as well as offers of protection 
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and service, constituted the foundation of elite power in the High Middle 
Ages. One could also argue that the emergence of ”feudal” kingdoms in 
late eleventh- and twelfth-century Western Europe rested on the same 
mechanisms. Even if kings tried to – and to some extent succeeded in – 
centralizing jurisdiction, legislation, public administration, and the use 
of force, the underlying alternative forms of order with their focus on 
rituals of peace-making and the maintenance of networks of allegiance 
and fidelity remained as crucial as ever. Kings and prelates must to a large 
degree be considered players at the same level as other elite members of 
society, in that for them, too, the establishment and continuity of power 
depended on the creation and maintenance of horizontal social bonds 
and amicable relations.8

In Western Europe, too, kinship in the broad sense permeated all asso-
ciations, bonds, dependencies, and so on, as can be seen in the general 
use of terms of consanguinity – such as nepos (cousin or nephew) and 
parentes or propinqui (relatives) – to denote relationships in all of these, 
be they of a “feudal” or ecclesiastical kind. The terminology of kin-
ship was activated even in cases where the parties were only distantly 
related or related in spiritual or symbolic terms (for instance as spiritual 
or sworn brothers), testifying that kinship was not denoting primarily 
a “natural” or “biological” bond, but what Esmark calls a “fluid and 
multiform product of varied strategies and representations, which were 
continuously negotiated and adapted to different contexts and practical 
needs.”9

With time, there appears to have developed a gradual shift in West-
ern European elites from rather loosely defined cognatic structures which 
involved large kinship groups, to more demarcated patrilineal and agnatic 
structures focused on the possession of a family patrimony including one 
or more strongholds, one of which would typically lend its name to the 
family as a “house.”10 Yet this tendency was not absolute, as cognatic 
kinship retained much of its power as a compelling source of affiliation, 
identity, and loyalty and remained a strategic bond which could be, and 
indeed had to be, invoked actively as an obligation for mobilizing sup-
port.11 In the Church, too, kinship constituted a driving force behind the 
creation of power alliances between bishops and secular potentes (who 
were often recruited from the same elite families), as well as in the estab-
lishment of monasteries within elite families, where they often functioned 
as Hausklöster and as a means to keep together and control the family 
patrimony.12 As such, family networks were deeply enmeshed in ecclesi-
astical and spiritual networks.

In addition to building their power on kinship groups, Western Euro-
pean elites maintained their positions through establishing horizontal 
alliances of various kinds. High medieval elite culture can be envisioned 
as a community that was built on an apparent paradox of fierce antago-
nism and shared values. Particularly in France, epic poems promoted a 
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culture of competition among a warrior elite united nonetheless around 
a shared ideology of martial and Christian values. By “romancing the 
past” French vernacular historiography and chivalric romances made a 
strong case for the importance and value of elite networks, which also 
constituted a hedge against the king in response to the latter’s assum-
ing a more authoritative position in society.13 Even though the emerging 
central monarchies and Church teachings highlighted the prominence of 
vertical, authoritative bonds and the importance of a political ideology 
based on embracing the Roman principles of statehood and legitimacy, 
horizontal bonds at “state” level remained crucially important well into 
the thirteenth century.14 “Public authority” continued to be founded on a 
ruler’s dynamic network of personal alliances established, restored, and 
maintained through gift-giving. As an integral part of these horizontal 
bonds, secular elites in Western Europe from c. 1100 revealed themselves 
willing to incorporate a rhetoric of religious penance and a readiness to 
offer satisfaction to offended religious parties into their modes of conflict 
management, thus showing an impetus toward consensus rather than 
polarization.15 Moreover, the Crusades provided an occasion for what 
has been termed the amalgamation of secular and spiritual values into the 
warrior elite.16 In the twelfth century, in a time of religious renewal, col-
lectives of members of the lay elites joined forces and operated together 
in founding and endowing monasteries of the new orders.17

Patron-client relationships in medieval Europe are traditionally asso-
ciated with feudalism. Even if this concept has been contested in the 
last decades, the importance for elites of establishing vertical bonds of 
dependence at a local level has not been seriously questioned. Service was 
generally seen as socially degrading and marking positions of subservi-
ence.18 However, in the High Middle Ages, military and spiritual service 
came to be seen as elevating in status and, as a result, was taken up as 
a way of defining bonds of mutual loyalty. One example of this is the 
ministeriales in certain parts of Western Europe.19 These “servants” were 
raised to positions of power and responsibility, serving as knights and 
financial aides to anyone holding power and property, of either ecclesi-
astical or secular status. Even at the lowest level of the elite, these men 
constituted the immediate and loyal entourage of owners of strongholds. 
When the local count Folcold, who owned a castle and landed property 
in the central Dutch river area in the 1120s and 1130s, was fighting his 
feuds with neighboring lords, he could not but operate together with 
what are called his cognati et amici and his band of famuli and clientes 
who defended his castle.20 Their loyal service eventually would raise them 
to elite status as knights.

Although for the sake of analysis we can distinguish between vertical 
and horizontal bonds, such as between the kings and his followers or 
a lord and his retinue, there is no way of seeing vertical and horizontal 
relations as fully institutionalized or exclusively formalized in Western 
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Europe any more than we can in the Nordic region. What we are actu-
ally observing is a mixture or joint appearance of vertical and horizontal 
elements. Even in the case of vertical, patron-client or “feudal” bonds, 
the horizontal bonding remained an integral part. Fredric L. Cheyette, 
describing the society of southern France in the twelfth century, replaced 
a vertical interpretation of vassalage by conceptualizing a culture of fidel-
ity instead: that is, a culture of emotional as well as political bonding 
based on oath-taking between members of the social elites. According 
to Cheyette, “the oath that the great aristocrats took to each other did 
not mark subservience.”21 Instead, based on the principle of honor and 
shared values, the oath of fidelity bound them to each other, creating 
coherence next to or in spite of vertical arrangements. Thus, the distinc-
tion between vertical and horizontal becomes blurred. A similar blurring 
can be observed in the way in which the ninth- and tenth-century West 
Frankish kings and members of the high aristocracy, in their private com-
memorative foundations, tried to reciprocally associate themselves with 
the spiritual rewards of the liturgical services they established, thus hop-
ing to perpetuate their networks of fidelity and friendship in the hereaf-
ter.22 In so doing, they reinforced their reciprocal bonds while at the same 
time underlining their social distinction, the horizontal and vertical going 
hand in hand.

All in all, the social and political impact of establishing and main-
taining status through forming and using social bonds of various kinds, 
above all kinship, horizontal alliances, and vertical patron-client bonds, 
was certainly not limited to the geographic area which is the focus of this 
volume but remained central to high medieval Western Europe as well. 
Recent historiography appears to highlight just that.

Challenging the Singularity and the Alterity  
of Nordic Elites

How interconnected were Nordic elites with one another, and to what 
degree can we draw a division between the Nordic elites and elites out-
side Scandinavia? Nordic elites have often been presented in terms of 
contrasts, for instance, between sheep-herding Icelandic chieftains living 
in a stateless society at the margins of the European orbit on the one 
hand, and on the other, Danish magnates positioned in an established 
kingdom close to Europe with a soil resembling the classic feudal manor. 
In this anthology, the Danish Sune Ebbesen (d. 1186; see Esmark) and the 
Icelander Snorri Sturluson (d. 1241; see Auður Magnúsdóttir) can serve 
as examples of these differences. Sune could build on a complex web of 
networks and resources; he was tightly integrated into the monarchical 
power structure through both bonds of fosterage and close cooperation 
with the kings; and he seems to have enjoyed a firm position as a local 
and regional leader, without experiencing any problems or challenges 
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from his family or from rival contenders. Snorri, inversely, was primar-
ily a secular leader who lived far from kings and correspondingly closer 
to recalcitrant relatives and peasants. But how illuminating is such a 
contrast? Adopting a bottom-up perspective with a focus on informal 
bonds and strategies makes these differences less pronounced. Snorri had 
a number of resources at his disposal, including socio-political (being 
born into and fostered by elite families), cultural (through his author-
ship of sagas and mythology), as well as Königsnähe (membership in the 
Norwegian king’s retinue).23 Moreover, he did not live in a “stateless” 
society, as the Norwegian king was deeply enmeshed in Icelandic politics 
and most Icelandic elites (including Snorri himself) were bound to the 
king as retainers.24 Finally, the fact that Snorri experienced more troubles 
than Sune in his local leadership need not be attributed to historical dif-
ferences, but could equally well be a result of genre divergences, as the 
Icelandic sagas depicted rivalries at a local scale in a manner far more 
detailed, and probably also far less biased, than Danish (and some Nor-
wegian) Latin sources.

If Nordic elites were more similar than has been assumed, they still did 
not constitute a unified “class,” as their position vis-à-vis one another 
was characterized no less by rivalry than by cooperation.25 Elites all 
over the Nordic area competed for power and influence, applying social 
bonds flexibly in order to achieve their aims. In cases where we can study 
the local or regional power bases of Nordic elite members, they appear 
highly interconnected, as exemplified by Iceland (Kenna and MacCarron) 
and Sweden (Källström).

Studying politics in terms of networks does not imply that regnal bor-
ders were of no importance whatsoever. Divisions into realms had a strong 
topographical component, and a central asset in elite competition was 
obviously to control or influence kings, kingship, and – by  implication – 
kingdoms. Grohse’s contribution demonstrates how the royal court func-
tioned as a locus for rival elite networks, one whose success depended 
on its ability to balance various factions against one another. Thus, the 
existence of monarchies in no way erased the importance of informal 
elite networks as a basis of power and dominance in society, but rather 
these monarchies functioned as foci for channeling network resources. 
However, a focus on elite networks turns the issue of territorial borders 
into a more fuzzy variable than when approaching things from a more 
institutional angle. As demonstrated in this anthology, elite networks 
could extend widely across regnal and indeed Nordic borders into the 
Baltic (Lind), England (Missuno), and Germany (Rønning). The Church 
played an important role in extending international networks, as seen 
with regard to Dominican Friars (Jakobsen), in connection with papal 
legates (Jezierski), and for English contacts (Missuno).

This implies that the drawing of firm borders between Scandina-
via and Europe also needs to be questioned. When viewed from a 
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non-Scandinavian perspective, an often-overlooked aspect is the close 
relations which the Carolingian and post-Carolingian world continued 
to foster and promote with the Nordic world. This is evident, first of all, 
from the frequent marriage arrangements between Scandinavian royal 
dynasties and European kings and rulers from the ninth century onwards. 
As examples from England, Flanders, and France attest, such marriages 
served as a social and political glue of the highest political relevance, cre-
ating and binding allies, or securing military aid or succession in the High 
Middle Ages.26 A map recently drawn by Johannes Preiser-Kapeller of the 
marriage network of high medieval Europe between AD 1000 and 1200, 
based on two hundred selected marriages between members of royal and 
not-royal houses and families across Europe, shows the remarkable inter-
connectedness of the Scandinavian kingdoms with Europe as a whole.27

Intellectual networks and the exchange of high-ranking churchmen (cf. 
Jezierski) clearly show a similar pattern of ongoing connections between 
Scandinavia and the rest of Europe. This communication was not one-
sided, but “needs to be understood as a reciprocal culture of cross- 
fertilization and exchange that involved both individuals . . . and col-
lectives or institutions,” as argued in a recent anthology on the cultural 
relationship between England and Scandinavia in the twelfth century.28

The intense commercial relations between the two ”worlds,” starting 
in the Viking Age and continuing all through the Middle Ages, show 
that trade between the post-Carolingian and the Nordic world must 
have been a regular phenomenon.29 As Timothy Reuter demonstrated, 
the transition between trade, plunder, and tribute was not always clear-
cut in post-Carolingian Europe, and this attests to a far greater familiar-
ity and indeed similarity between “Vikings” and “Europeans” than the 
sources normally present.30 Commercial contacts between Scandinavia 
and Europe have often been presumed to dwindle after the Viking Age, 
only to resurge with the Hanseatic merchants from the thirteenth century 
onwards. However, archaeologists and historians have argued recently 
that the reciprocal trade relations between the Nordic world and Viking 
Age emporia and portus evolved uninterruptedly into the trade network 
between market towns along the coast from the Baltic to the North Sea, 
and inland areas that appear in Hanse sources from the middle of the 
thirteenth century.31

It is hard to generalize about the king’s role in elite networks in Europe, 
because royal power varied substantially from area to area. In so-called 
feudal Europe, where kings often held only nominal power, “political 
power was claimed and negotiated through the collective action of a 
series of overlapping and interleaving groups on a hierarchy of public 
stages,” as formulated by Matthew Innes.32 The count of Flanders is a 
case in point: although a liege man of the French king, the Flemish count 
managed to engage in political and marriage alliances with the kings of 
England and Denmark, the count of Holland, and the duke of Saxony in 
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the eleventh and twelfth centuries.33 In the German realm, in the course 
of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, dukes and counts (and even bish-
ops) typically managed to establish social and territorial footholds in ter-
ritories not their own.34 For instance, demesnes and strongholds received 
in dowry or as a material reward for an office often served to create such 
a bridgehead beyond one’s own territory, as physical nodes of power. 
How such bonds also transected the borders of Nordic and European 
polities is exemplified by the Danish magnate Knud Lavard (d. 1131), 
who held the earldom of Schleswig from the Danish king while also being 
a vassal of King Lothar of Germany, who furthermore conferred on him 
the title of lord of the West Slavic Obodrites.35 This dispersion of power 
might look like “feudal anarchy,” but in fact it marks an opportunistic, 
yet clever way to expand networks and to spread strategic interests.

However, even in England – which after the Norman conquest repre-
sents the best example of royal power capable of asserting itself in a top-
down manner – it can be hard to distinguish between the king as official 
head of the state and his role as a grand patron. Robert Bartlett considers 
the latter function to be the primary one:

The patronage that the king had to offer was of very varied types. 
The rarest, and most painful to the giver, was a grant of royal land. 
Offices could also be granted, with tenure for life or a term. A more 
flexible and less draining source of patronage could be found in the 
wardships and marriages that the king had at his disposal.36

Also in a context of strong monarchs as in England, secular and ecclesi-
astical elites were able to or at least strove to assert for themselves room 
to maneuver: “Power, if it was to be effective, had to come to terms with 
the modalities of local power, with aristocratic regional power bases.”37 
To create a certain level of autonomy, even the closest vassals hedged 
their bets, establishing social bonds beyond the limits of their overlords’ 
territory.

So, in conclusion, we might say that the Nordic world, despite the sim-
ilarities in the way social bonds served to attain power and control from 
Iceland to Denmark, was neither a homogeneously organized world of its 
own nor closed off from socio-political, religious, cultural, and commer-
cial interaction and exchange with the rest of Europe: quite the contrary. 
This once again suggests that the salience of informal social resources 
and networks as a basis of power is not to be regarded as something 
specifically Scandinavian but, as least in principle, as a pan-European 
phenomenon.

However, what may to a great extent explain the difference in the 
representation of the Nordic world vs. Western Europe as painted in 
historiography is that this scholarship reproduces the viewpoint of the 
sources, which might blur our view. Western European written sources 
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were produced almost exclusively by clerics and churchmen associated 
with or unambiguously supporting royal power, and therefore carry a 
heavy ideological stamp. Western Europe lacks the rich contextual infor-
mation about aristocratic interactions provided by the sagas that are so 
prominent in the preceding chapters. As a result, historians investigating 
power and authority in Western Europe may have been biased too in 
almost automatically looking from a top-down perspective, as if only 
“state” and Church institutions and regulations determined the political 
relations on the ground. This approach might be excusable in a histori-
ography aiming to determine the historical legitimacy of the nineteenth-
century nation-state, as has been the implicit and explicit aim of most 
medieval history being done in Western European countries ever since, 
but it should be challenged and revised in any contemporary academic 
writing.38 Likewise, it is about time to challenge the distinction between 
a “civilized” and culturally dominant center – i.e., the Carolingian world 
and its “successor states” France and the Holy Roman Empire, as well as 
England after 1066 – and a backward, uncultured periphery. This issue 
will be dealt with in the last section.

Transformation as Formalization: Statehood and 
Alternative Orders

Several authors in this book refer to a process of formalization in Scan-
dinavia between c. 1050 and 1250. Formalization in this context may 
be loosely defined as a gradual development towards more institutional-
ized (impersonal, routinized) forms of lordship on the one hand, and 
Verrechtlichung of social relations on the other. Less ambiguity, ritual, 
and negotiation; more structure, codification, and authority. State and 
Church have traditionally been considered prime movers of this process, 
as kings and bishops propounded progressive societal reforms in the face 
of reactionary aristocratic opposition.39 While elements supporting such 
interpretations are surely identifiable in the period, the question remains 
to what extent – and at what time – new impulses actually changed the 
nature of power and politics. Looking at formalization from the per-
spective adopted in this book – e.g., elite networks and actual political 
practice – the factitious separation between monarchy, Church, and aris-
tocracy, and the strict classificatory distinction between “private” and 
“public” are of limited use as analytical tools. In the chapters of the 
present volume, formalization is apparent as a property that was con-
structed or activated in situations where it represented a useful strategy 
for specific elite actors facing specific challenges (see in particular Røn-
ning, Esmark, Boye). From this point of view, the socio-political dynamics 
of networks were not merely the backdrop for supposedly more progres-
sive centralist endeavors, but rather a constant and continuing condition, 
which formalization efforts had to adjust to and indeed build upon. It 
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is beyond the scope of this anthology to give a conclusive answer to the 
question of how deeply medieval Nordic politics were thus transformed, 
but it is hoped the book’s perspective and methodology have opened a 
new avenue for studying these issues in a way which is less biased by 
institutional concerns and anachronistic divisions between “progressive” 
and “backward-looking” forces.

Moving back once again to wider Europe, the bottom-up perspec-
tive according to which power is constructed and negotiated by multiple 
agents – including but not exclusively kings – may seem at odds with the 
centralist and state-oriented model most often assumed to have been in 
place in most Western European kingdoms and principalities.40 To be 
sure, the legacy of the ideal of the state, which we could call a Caro-
lingian ideal, continued to play a key role in the theory and practice of 
how power was exercised in the emerging kingdoms there. As Charles 
West aptly observes, “the Carolingians are imagined as the heirs (or the 
creators) of a properly public state.”41 This model entailed a strictly hier-
archical “system” of lordship consisting of vertical bonds based on “feu-
dal” ties, in which the king promised protection and material rewards 
in exchange for his vassals’ aid and counsel. West summarizes the Car-
olingian endeavor as “a formalisation of interaction across the entire 
social spectrum” and observes this in the “relative centralised system of 
government” with “structures of authority” and in a “more formalised 
understanding of the nature of power”; that is, the reification and insti-
tutionalization of power shaped as “property relations” and jurisdiction. 
He sees this, moreover, in the “heightened reliance on the written word” 
and in the creation of “a language of politics infused with a liturgised 
theology,” resulting in “liturgical kingship” and a close association of 
“secular” and “spiritual” power.42

Yet next to “formal institutions,” West observes in the Carolingian 
and post-Carolingian world the salience of “alternative forms of order 
and solidarity,” oriented to practice, not norms, and to “lordship, not 
the state,” especially among the secular elite, “a loose grouping defined 
by behavioural patterns, kinship networks, and a ready resort to vio-
lence.”43 This means that although the emerging central monarchies and 
Church teachings highlighted the prominence of vertical, authoritative 
bonds, and the importance of a political ideology based on embracing 
the Roman principles of statehood and legitimacy, horizontal bonds at 
“state” level remained crucially important. So-called public authority 
was and remained founded on a ruler’s dynamic network of personal 
alliances which were established, restored, and maintained through gift-
giving. Hence, even in the “ideal” of a formalized, centralized state, “pre-
institutionalized” structures were much less “dis-orderly” than is often 
assumed. In fact, medieval societies all contained a mix of the two. Rather 
than distinguishing between horizontal and vertical power strategies 
and between bottom-up and top-down dynamics in social networking, 
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historians should keep a keen eye on their indivisibility.44 This looking 
for a balance and displaying the significance of an “alternative order” 
is exactly what is done in the chapters in this volume, thus presenting a 
historiographical practice to be followed while assessing anew the forma-
tion of “state” power in the remainder of continental Europe.

Geographically, medieval Scandinavia was situated on the outskirts of 
Europe. It had no Carolingian (or Roman) heritage to boast of, and its 
political processes of state formation and Christianization started later 
than in Carolingian areas. Should high medieval Scandinavia be consid-
ered as just a latecomer on the European stage, as a more “primitive” 
area, or was it more similar to Europe than is usually assumed? In older 
textbooks, Scandinavia was simply excluded when Europe was described 
in the High Middle Ages, at best figuring as a nest for Viking expansion, 
the “second wave of migration” threatening Europe in the ninth and 
tenth centuries, and after that constituting a periphery hardly worthy of 
mention when discussing the expansion of Christian European culture.45

A more nuanced view emerged in Robert Bartlett’s The Making of 
Europe from 1993, where the subtitle “Conquest, Colonization and Cul-
tural Change 950–1350” hints at a broader conception of Europe than 
the Carolingian heartlands.46 In Bartlett’s book, the dominating figure 
was one of diffusion. The peripheries of Europe, foremost eastern and 
northern Europe, were colonized from the “core” of Europe (“Frankish 
Europe”), and this process was one of “replication, not differentiation,” 
resulting in a homogenizing “Europeanization of Europe.”47 That this 
was primarily a one-way process of diffusion emerges clearly from Bart-
lett’s adoption of the chronicler Arnold of Lübeck’s formulation c. 1200 
concerning the Danes: they “adjusted themselves to other nations.”48 In 
the course of this process, Europe became more homogenized, diversity 
giving way to uniformity. Bartlett’s thesis represented a watershed in 
including the peripheries in Europe within the grand narrative of Euro-
pean history, and also by turning the attention from kings to a “knightly-
clerical-mercantile consortium” as the driving forces behind this process 
of Europeanization.49 However, according to Bartlett’s view Scandinavia 
remained a copy of the core, a latecomer to a culture which had already 
found its form. As such, it allowed little interaction or two-way commu-
nication to take place, leaving central Europe unaffected by the expan-
sion movement in the High Middle Ages.50

Chris Wickham offered an alternative perspective on this relationship 
in his Framing the Early Middle Ages of 2005, where he argues that a 
precondition for state formation in peripheral Europe was a transition 
from “tribal” to “aristocratic” societies. This happened in England, but 
not in Denmark (which is his primary example from Scandinavia), where 
“aristocratic dominance over peasant neighbours was not established” 
before the millennium.51 When a “unitary state” emerged around 1000, 
it was the result of an indigenous development, not of an expansion from 
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the center of Europe. Instead, Denmark was characterized by “[r]itual/
political, tribal, leadership by local-level ‘chieftains’ over autonomous 
peasants,” with the Icelandic goði-þingmaðr relationship known from the 
Icelandic Free State before 1262/64 serving as a more plausible model.52

Bartlett and Wickham have done a lot to make the otherwise peripheral 
north part of the general history of medieval Europe. The mere inclusion 
of Scandinavia in their works is one thing, but they also demonstrate how 
discussions of the relationship between the northerners and the Franks, 
the Germans, and others need not lapse into old tropes of “primitivity” 
vs. “civilization.” Nevertheless, to some extent both still tend to treat 
Scandinavia as inherently special, either as a latecomer to mainstream 
standards (Bartlett) or following its own independent course (Wickham). 
In the present volume we have explored a somewhat different picture. 
Digging below and beyond the standard Nordic historiographical objects 
of kingdom, church, and institution to focus instead on the dynamics of 
social networks and resources among elites, it appears, first, that Scandi-
navia might be more internally diverse than assumed when viewed from 
the outside (differences between, say, Zealand and Iceland being in some 
respects bigger than between Zealand and Saxony). Second, rather than 
positing Denmark, Norway, Sweden, and Iceland in an adjunct world 
of their own, the studies presented here propose a picture of similar-
ity and integration: Common practices, communication, and reciprocal 
exchanges (socio-political, but also religious, cultural, and mercantile) 
bound Scandinavian elites up with their European counterparts. The 
northern world – or parts of it – seem to have shared too many similari-
ties with other European regions to be dealt with in isolation.53
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